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ABSTRACT
Strategies Superintendents Use to Build Leadership Capacity with Executive Teams
by Andrew Leonard Giannini
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership.
Methodology: This multiple case study used purposeful criterion sampling and
recommendations from a panel of experts to identify seven superintendents throughout
the United States to participate in the study. Each superintendent was interviewed with
questions developed and field-tested by the researcher and provided artifacts. Collected
data was coded using case-based, cross-case analysis to identify themes in how
superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams.
Findings: The findings identified 21 practices and seven major findings superintendents
used to build leadership with their executive teams. Specifically, superintendents
challenged executive teams to diversify thinking, redefine roles and modify practices;
created a safe culture to address conflict and agree on solutions; collaborated on mission,
vision, values, and strategy to create commitment; developed the team individually and
collectively through coaching, modeling, and learning; ensured productive action driven
by results; increased self-reflection to be individually accountable to the team and the
organization; and required executive teams to participate in professional associations.
Conclusions: It was concluded that superintendents build innovative executive teams by
providing opportunities to diversify thinking; build a culture of trust with executive teams
by modeling the use of interactive communication; convert conversations into action by
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requiring executive teams to use factual criteria to evaluate plans; increase shared
leadership and decision-making by growing individual expertise in executive team
members; increase productivity by developing thinking and managerial skills in executive
teams; and advance internal and external accountability by building habits of selfreflection.
Recommendations: Additional research is recommended to include a replicative study
with superintendents who have not worked with Kirtman previously, a study on
superintendents building leadership with school principals using Kirtman’s framework, a
study examining the most beneficial competencies of Kirtman’s framework, a
comparative study of superintendents using Kirtman’s framework at different stages of
career arc, and a replicative study comparing the similarities and differences of outcomes
based upon superintendent gender.

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION........................................................................................ 1
Background ..................................................................................................................... 3
Leadership in Times of Change .................................................................................. 3
Theories of External Accountability in Public Education .......................................... 5
Theoretical Foundations ................................................................................................. 6
Effective Schools and Districts ................................................................................... 7
Capacity-Building and Internal Accountability .......................................................... 7
Organizational Teaming .............................................................................................. 8
Executive Coaching and Mentorship .......................................................................... 9
Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................. 10
Challenging the Status Quo....................................................................................... 11
Builds Trust Through Clear Communications and Expectations ............................. 11
Creates a Commonly Owned Plan for Success ......................................................... 11
Focuses on Team Over Self ...................................................................................... 12
Has a High Sense of Urgency for Change and Sustainable Results ......................... 12
Commits to Continuous Improvements for Self ....................................................... 12
Builds External Networks and Partnerships.............................................................. 13
Problem Statement ........................................................................................................ 13
Purpose Statement......................................................................................................... 14
Research Questions ....................................................................................................... 14
Significance .................................................................................................................. 15
Definitions .................................................................................................................... 17
Seven Competencies of School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014) ................................... 17
Challenges the status quo. ..................................................................................... 17
Builds trust through clear communications and expectations. .............................. 17
Creates a commonly owned plan for success. ...................................................... 18
Focuses on team over self. .................................................................................... 18
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results........................... 18
Commits to continuous improvement for self. ..................................................... 18
Builds external networks and partnerships. .......................................................... 19
Other Definitions....................................................................................................... 19
Exemplary superintendents. .................................................................................. 19
Leadership capacity. ............................................................................................. 20
Delimitations ................................................................................................................. 20
Organization of the Study ............................................................................................. 20
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE .......................................................... 22
Reform Efforts in Public Education.............................................................................. 22
Public School Superintendents in the United States ..................................................... 25
History of the Superintendency................................................................................. 26
The Multiple Roles of the Superintendent ................................................................ 27
Role challenges, role overload, and the new role to build teams. ......................... 31
Superintendents and Educational Reform ................................................................. 33
Studies on superintendents and centralized and decentralized authority. ............. 34

viii

Characteristics of Effective Superintendents ............................................................ 37
Theoretical Foundations ............................................................................................... 40
Building Leadership Capacity in Organizations ........................................................... 40
Brief history of research on leadership ..................................................................... 41
Transformational and transactional leadership. .................................................... 42
Leadership Capacity-Building .................................................................................. 43
Leadership Capacity-Building Frameworks in Education ........................................ 45
Wiseman, Allen and Foster’s multiplier effect. .................................................... 45
Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris’s (2014) uplifting leadership framework. ............. 46
Fullan & Quinn’s coherence framework............................................................... 48
Research on Teams ....................................................................................................... 49
Research on Executive Teams ...................................................................................... 53
Brief history of executive team research................................................................... 54
Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) upper echelon theory........................................... 55
Unique differences of executive teams. ................................................................ 57
Katzenbach Model .................................................................................................... 60
Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman Model ........................................................ 61
Nadler Advisory Services Model .............................................................................. 63
Coaching as an Intervention for Executive Teams ................................................... 65
Superintendents and Executive Teams ..................................................................... 68
Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................. 72
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership ................................ 73
Challenges the status quo. ..................................................................................... 74
Builds trust through clear communication and expectations. ............................... 75
Creates a commonly owned plan for success. ...................................................... 76
Focuses on team over self. .................................................................................... 77
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results........................... 78
Has a commitment to continuous improvement for self and the organization. .... 78
Builds external networks and partnerships. .......................................................... 79
Research Gap ................................................................................................................ 80
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ......................................................................... 82
Overview ....................................................................................................................... 82
Purpose Statement......................................................................................................... 82
Research Questions ....................................................................................................... 83
Research Design ........................................................................................................... 83
Qualitative Study....................................................................................................... 84
Case Study................................................................................................................. 86
Population ..................................................................................................................... 88
Target Population .......................................................................................................... 89
Sample .......................................................................................................................... 90
Sample Subject Selection Process ................................................................................ 93
Instrumentation ............................................................................................................. 95
Interviews .................................................................................................................. 95
Artifacts ..................................................................................................................... 98
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study ................................................................. 98

ix

Field-Testing ............................................................................................................. 99
Validity ....................................................................................................................... 100
Reliability.................................................................................................................... 102
Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 102
Data Analysis .............................................................................................................. 104
Limitations .................................................................................................................. 106
Location/Geographic Boundary .............................................................................. 106
Sample Size ............................................................................................................. 107
Time ........................................................................................................................ 107
Summary ..................................................................................................................... 107
CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS..................... 109
Overview ..................................................................................................................... 109
Purpose Statement....................................................................................................... 110
Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 110
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures ................................................... 111
Population ................................................................................................................... 114
Sample ........................................................................................................................ 115
Presentation and Analysis of Data .............................................................................. 117
Validity and Reliability ........................................................................................... 117
Study Participants ................................................................................................... 118
Data Analysis .......................................................................................................... 120
Themes by Research Question ................................................................................ 122
Research Question 1 ........................................................................................... 125
Research Question 2 ........................................................................................... 129
Research Question 3 ........................................................................................... 135
Research Question 4 ........................................................................................... 143
Research Question 5 ........................................................................................... 149
Research Question 6 ........................................................................................... 154
Research Question 7 ........................................................................................... 163
Summary ..................................................................................................................... 168
Brief Summary of Findings..................................................................................... 169
CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ........... 172
Major Findings ............................................................................................................ 174
Research Question 1................................................................................................ 175
Major finding 1: Superintendents challenge their executive teams to diversify
thinking, redefine roles and modify practices. .................................................... 175
Research Question 2................................................................................................ 176
Major finding 2: Superintendents create a safe culture to address conflict and
agree on solutions. .............................................................................................. 176
Research Question 3................................................................................................ 177
Major finding 3: Superintendents collaborate with their executive teams on
mission, vision, values, and strategy to create ownership and commitment for
future direction. ................................................................................................... 177
Research Question 4................................................................................................ 178

x

Major finding 4: Superintendents develop the team individually and collectively
through coaching, modeling, and learning. ......................................................... 178
Research Question 5................................................................................................ 179
Major finding 5: Superintendents build capacity by ensuring productive action
driven by results. ................................................................................................. 179
Research Question 6................................................................................................ 180
Major finding 6: Superintendents increase the self-reflection of executive teams to
be individually accountable to the team and the organization. ........................... 180
Research Question 7................................................................................................ 181
Major finding 7: Superintendents require executive teams to participate in
professional associations to grow in skill, to broaden perspective, and to respond
to external environmental factors........................................................................ 181
Unexpected Findings .................................................................................................. 182
Unexpected Finding 1: The Low Frequency of Response for Creating a Commonly
Owned Plan for Success Was Unexpected. ............................................................ 182
Unexpected Finding 2: A Reliance on “Pull” Rather than “Push” Strategies Was
Unexpected.............................................................................................................. 182
Unexpected Finding 3: The Low Number of Coded Entries Regarding Student
Success Was Unexpected. ....................................................................................... 183
Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 183
Conclusion 1: Superintendents Who Provide Multiple Opportunities for Executive
Members to Diversify Their Thinking and Experiences Will Build Strong,
Innovative Executive Teams. .................................................................................. 184
Conclusion 2: Superintendents Who Model and Use Interactive Communication
Methods Will Build a Culture of Trust, Teamwork and Collaboration. ................. 185
Conclusion 3: Superintendents Who Require Executive Members to Use Factual
Criteria to Evaluate Common Plans Will Convert Conversations into Successful
Action. ..................................................................................................................... 186
Conclusion 4: Superintendents Who Support the Growth and Individual Expertise of
Executive Members Will Increase the Capacity for Shared Leadership and Decision
Making. ................................................................................................................... 186
Conclusion 5: Superintendents Who Develop the Thinking and Managerial Skills of
the Executive Team Will Increase Productivity and Sustain Results. .................... 187
Conclusion 6: Superintendents Who Build Habits of Self-Reflection in Executive
Members Will Advance Internal and External Accountability in the Organization.
................................................................................................................................. 188
Implications for Action ............................................................................................... 189
Implications for Action 1: Diversify Executive Team Applicant Pools ................. 190
Implications for Action 2: Require Executive Team Members to Network ........... 190
Implications for Action 3: Train Executive Teams on Crucial Conversations ....... 191
Implications for Action 4: Contract with Coaching Consultant ............................. 191
Implications for Action 4: Use Inventories to Develop Individual Growth Plans .. 192
Implications for Action 5: Use Common Problem-Solving Protocols ................... 192
Implications for Action 6: Present the Findings and Conclusions of this Study .... 193
Implications for Action 7: Use the 21 Common Practices in Training Programs .. 193
Recommendation for Further Research ...................................................................... 194

xi

Recommendation 1 ................................................................................................. 194
Recommendation 2 ................................................................................................. 194
Recommendation 3 ................................................................................................. 194
Recommendation 4 ................................................................................................. 195
Recommendation 5 ................................................................................................. 195
Concluding Remarks and Reflections......................................................................... 195
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 198
APPENDICES ................................................................................................................ 219

xii

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1. Wiseman, Allen and Foster’s (2013) Five Disciplines of the Multiplier............ 46
Table 2. Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris’s (2014) Uplifting Leadership Framework ........ 47
Table 3. Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework ............................................ 48
Table 4. Jones and Bearley (2001) Team Development Matrix ....................................... 51
Table 5. Katzenbach and Smith’s (2005) Five Disciplines of Teams............................... 51
Table 6. Kirtman's (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership...........................73
Table 7. Expert Panel Accomplishments .......................................................................... 92
Table 8. Kirtman’s (2019) Seven Competencies for School Leadership with Subskills .. 96
Table 9. Exemplary Criteria for Participation in Multiple Case Study ........................... 118
Table 10. Specific Number of Coded Entries in Interviews and Artifacts ..................... 122
Table 11. Common practices of building leadership capacity with executive teams ..... 123
Table 12. Most Common Practices for Challenging the Status Quo .............................. 126
Table 13. Most Common Practices for Building Trust Through Clear Communication
and Expectations ............................................................................................ 130
Table 14. Most Common Practices for Creating a Commonly Owned Plan for Success
........................................................................................................................ 136
Table 15. Most Common Practices for Focusing on Team Over Self ............................ 143
Table 16. Most Common Practices for Having a High Sense of Urgency for Change and
Sustainable Results ........................................................................................ 150
Table 17. Most Common Practices for Committing to Continuous Improvement of Self
and the Organization ...................................................................................... 155
Table 18. Most Common Practices for Building External Networks and Partnerships.. 164

xiii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Hambrick & Mason’s (1984) Upper Echelon Theory ....................................... 56
Figure 2. Katzenbach’s (1998) Teams at the Top Balanced Leadership Framework ....... 60
Figure 3. Wageman, Nunes, Burress & Hackman's (2008) Six Conditions for Senior
Leadership Team Effectiveness ....................................................................... 62
Figure 4. Nadler Advisory Service's (2020) Framework for Executive Team
Effectiveness ..................................................................................................... 64
Figure 5. Funnel for Sample of Superintendent Population ............................................. 91
Figure 6. Frequency of Coded Entries for the Seven Competencies for School Leadership
.......................................................................................................................... 121

xiv

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 alerted all Americans to the fact that
the vast majority of K-12 schools were not effective and were failing the nation’s youth.
A Nation at Risk forced one of the first significant national conversations about how to
effectively lead widespread educational reforms (Greer, 2018). However, publiceducation reform has been far from systematic (Cohen, 1995), and schooling continues to
be largely ineffective, slow to evolve, and reluctant to adapt (Hargreaves & Goodson,
2006). Motivated by an overreliance on legislated external accountability programs,
school leaders and politicians in the United States have unsuccessfully implemented
cycles of reform initiatives that have narrowed curricular focus, have limited learning for
minority and underprivileged students, and have fractured the public school system
(Guisbond, Neill & Schaeffer, 2012; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Despite 36 years of
educational reform, reading and math performance for United States students on the 2018
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) showed no growth since the
beginning of the assessment 20 years ago (Schleicher, 2019).
In his seminal study on superintendents, Kowalski (1995) concluded that years of
failed reform have proven that policymakers have lacked the vision and capacity to create
truly sustainable change. Local control in education continues to be compromised by
temptations of lawmakers and school officials to quickly fix public schools through
government mandates (Kowalski, 1995). Mandates such as No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) have reflected models that attempt to build capacity through highly prescriptive
curricular remedies, competition between schools and districts fighting for limited
resources, and external accountability measures with punitive corrections (Shirley, 2016).
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Consequently, internal capacity for change in educational organizations has never
matured, and the teachers and school leaders closest to the problem have been left
disengaged and powerless (Guisbond, Neill & Schaeffer, 2012). Many researchers are
advocating for a paradigmatic shift in building professional capital in schools by focusing
efforts on the internal growth of leaders, growing collaborative cultures, and improving
decision-making (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
A new role for public school superintendents is emerging in response to decades
of failed educational reforms and incoherent change initiatives. Over the past 150 years,
the role of the public school superintendent continues to evolve to meet the growing
needs of students caused by sociological, economic, and technological changes (Bjork,
Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). A school superintendent’s responsibilities have
become multifaceted, expanding to include lead instructor, organizational manager,
political diplomat, social advocate, and communications expert (Bjork, Kowalski &
Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). As complexity continues to increase in public education,
superintendents are experiencing “role overload” and the inability to prioritize
instructional goals over managerial and political encroachment (Bredeson & Kose, 2007).
Exemplary superintendents throughout the United States are learning to distribute
leadership across executive teams (Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010). As a result, an emerging
role for superintendents in the 21st century has been to include expertise in creating
executive teams, growth of collaborative cultures, and the capacity to coach others and to
develop leadership skills (Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
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Background
Surprisingly, 25% of K-12 public school superintendents desire to leave the
profession (AASA, 2015). Increasingly, superintendents are held responsible for
educational outcomes largely beyond their immediate authority or direct influence
(Reeves, 2004). Superintendents are required to understand vast instructional pedagogy,
negotiate with school boards and labor unions with political savvy, maintain facilities and
project personnel costs with deft financial acumen, communicate with expertise in an era
of mass information, and perform numerous other capabilities in an ever-expanding skill
set (Kowalski, 2000; Reeves, 2004; Harris, 2009). To lead in the face of these
complexities, contemporary superintendents cannot rely on heroic individual efforts and
are challenged to develop a wide range of leadership abilities in themselves and their
executive teams (Hallinger, 2005; Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Leadership in Times of Change
On New Year’s Day in 1999, Peter Drucker proclaimed, “We live in a period of
PROFOUND TRANSITION – and the changes are more radical perhaps than even those
that ushered in the ‘Second Industrial Revolution’ of the middle of the 19th century… (p.
x)”. Drucker (1999) argued over 20 years ago for the need for a paradigmatic response in
leadership to changing societal assumptions brought about by global expansion,
technological communication, and independence of thought. “Traditional” employees had
been replaced by a generation of “knowledge workers” more resembling “associates”
than “subordinates” (Drucker, 1999). Drucker (1999), the foremost scholar on
management theory since 1954, proclaimed, “One does not manage people. The task is to
lead people. And the goal is to make productive the specific strengths and knowledge of
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each individual (p. 22)”. According to Drucker (1999), employee growth and
development should be a primary goal of any leader, whether that leader is a CEO or a
public school superintendent.
Two years later, Jim Collins (2001) published a seminal study comparing
mediocre and extraordinary business organizations in the United States. In Good to
Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap...and Others Don’t, Collins (2001)
explained a direct correlation between organizational success and a positive culture
derived from teams of self-motivated and self-accountable employees. Collins (2001)
also introduced the concept of a “Level 5 Leader” in his study of 1,435 companies.
According to Collins (2001), a “Level 5 Leader” was not motivated by ego, paid specific
attention to building a team of committed individuals, and focused organizational efforts
on allowing others to lead and have decisional power. Per Collins’s (2001) conclusions, a
business or school district’s success is directly tied to a CEO or superintendent’s ability
to select, develop, and empower the employees within the organization.
In 2012, John Kotter published revisions to his eight-stage change model in the
book Leading Change, in which he warned organizations of the dangers of
overestimating the ability of one solitary leader to effectively address the challenges
emerging in an increasingly complex social, political, and business environment. Kotter
(2012) advocated for leaders to create a “guiding coalition” of individuals who would
work as a team to accomplish the transformational change necessary to be successful in a
new climate of constant flux. Therefore, the work of a superintendent is to build their
executive team to function in the manner of Kotter’s (2012) guiding coalition to lead
transformation in their school districts.
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These theories on change leadership were the culmination of three decades of
scholarly research highlighting the need for leaders to be transformative, for leaders to
continually develop themselves, and for leaders to develop leadership capacity in teams
within the organization. As Fullan and Quinn (2016) wrote,
One of the marks of an effective leader is not only the impact that they have on
the bottom line of student achievement but also equally how many good leaders
they leave behind. Thus, effective leaders choose, mentor, and otherwise develop
other leaders (p. 134).
A public school superintendent should be the leader of a team of other leaders within a
school district (Kirtman, 2014).
Theories of External Accountability in Public Education
Due to its widespread publication in 1984, A Nation at Risk cemented the
perception in America’s psyche that public schools had failed the next generation of
citizens (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2018). In response, three waves of reform
swept across the nation between 1983 and 2003 (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne, 2018).
Reform efforts were tightly legislated in the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994)
and No Child Left Behind (2002) act, and focused on developing standards for content
areas, holding schools accountable to standardized test scores, and implementing rigorous
curriculum (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2018).
Almost immediately, scholars began to warn politicians and educators about the
unintended consequences of centralizing reform efforts (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). The
unsystematic nature of government bureaucracy caused varying levels of reform
implementation (Cohen, 1997). Reform efforts were proven to be unsustainable due to
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consistently changing governmental mandates (Datnow, 2002). Overreliance on external
accountability measures had subverted the ability of school leaders to focus attention on
critically needed improvements to instruction and curriculum development (Bredeson &
Kose, 2007). Finally, after only 10 years of implementation, Guisbond, Neill & Schaeffer
(2012) announced that NCLB had failed to meet any of its intended objectives. External
accountability and government mandates had forced a narrowing of curricular focus,
created greater inequity for students in poverty, and stalled progress in reading and math
for the nation’s youth. Despite the best of intentions, educational reform from 1983 to
2012 did not resemble the paradigmatic shift in leadership that authors such as Drucker,
Collins, Kotter, Fullan and Quinn advised (Cohen, 1995; Datnow, 2002; Fullan & Quinn,
2016).
Theoretical Foundations
For several decades, theories on leadership and organizational change in both
private and public settings have been researched and proposed. For the most part, these
theories have started in the world of business and have slowly matriculated to use in
public school environments (Sevak, 2012; Morse, 2013). These theories include the
characteristics of effective principals and superintendents (Hallinger, 2005; Marzano &
Waters, 2009), frameworks for building internal leadership capacity in private and public
organizations (Wiseman & McKeown, 2010; Shirley, 2016; Fullan & Quinn, 2016),
team-building strategies for work groups and executive teams (Hambrick & Mason,
1984; Nadler, 1992; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993; Jones & Bearley, 2001; Lencioni, 2002,
Wageman & Hackman, 2009; West, 2012), and recent research on methods for executive
coaching (Mealiea & Baltazar, 2005; Kimsey-House & Kimsey-House, 2011; West,
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2012). These theories provide concrete evidence to support the need for K-12 public
school superintendents to develop leadership capacity in themselves and in the members
of their executive teams.
Effective Schools and Districts
The Effective School Movement began in the 1980s to define the characteristics
of successful principals (Hallinger, 2005). In these frameworks, ideal school leaders were
perceived as heroic, acting in solitude, driven by student performance, controlling, and
willing to confront poor performers (Hallinger, 2005). Interestingly, additional studies
proved the majority of school principals did not attain these lofty expectations, were
challenged by the pressures to perform without team support, and suffered from feelings
of inadequacy (Hallinger, 2005). Early studies on effective superintendents and district
leaders followed the same pattern of findings. Superintendents, determined to have a
positive impact on their organizations, were required to produce tremendous singular
efforts, rely upon hierarchical patterns of leadership, and exert a predominance of control
(Marzano & Waters, 2009). Although some scholars suggested some tempering of
directive control (Marzano & Waters, 2009), most studies failed to acknowledge the
importance of superintendents building teams, developing internal capacity, or practicing
self-reflection as leaders.
Capacity-Building and Internal Accountability
Early studies prioritized the importance of building internal organizational
capacity in educational systems. Decentralized problem-solving and empowered
leadership at all levels was found to be essential for the successful coordination of large
change efforts in schools (Newman, King & Rigdon, 1996). These studies revealed how
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internal capacity was developed when district leaders allowed greater autonomy to school
site personnel to make decisions about curriculum, hire staff, and develop a local
accountability process (Newman, King & Rigdon, 1996). Likewise, further research in
school districts supported the importance of giving organizations flexibility to design
training and provide support networks free from external pressures (Hargreaves & Fullan,
2013). Scholars insisted on the need for human capital, social capital, and decisional
capital to be addressed in all three areas for sustainable change to really occur
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; Shirley, 2016). Productivity and innovation of school
employees was proven to double by distributing leadership, creating a culture of
constructive debate, capitalizing on cycles of success, and using feedback from
employees to improve leadership skill (Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013). Finally, recent
research demonstrated how external accountability was actually enhanced when internal
accountability was developed through the capacity of leaders at all levels from teambuilding and leadership self-reflection (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo &
Hargreaves, 2015).
Organizational Teaming
Since the late 1950s, a considerable number of studies have included research into
team definitions, team size, team processes, effective team characteristics, and team
productivity (Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp & Gilson, 2008). Scholars concluded that
successful teamwork greatly improves innovation and increases the ability of an
organization to quickly adapt to environmental changes (West, Hirst, Richter & Shipton,
2004). Since the 1980s, scholars have also researched the creation, development, role,
functions, and abilities of executive teams to make strategic decisions (Neatby, Aube &
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Rioux, 2013). Studies claimed that executive team decision-making power was directly
tied to team member values (Hambrick & Mason, 1984), theorized how executive teams
were consistently threatened by political factors (Nadler, 1992), and argued how
executive teams often developed into work groups due to struggles with individualism
(Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Other studies concluded that dysfunctional behavior of
executive teams could be mitigated if the CEO focused energy on building a foundation
of relational trust (Lencioni, 2002), encouraged executive teams to establish clear
boundaries of purpose and interdependence (Wageman & Hackman, 2009), and promoted
timely executive coaching through the use of validated assessments and leadership plans
(West, 2012; Kirtman, 2014) .
Minimal research attention has been directed toward the creation and
development of executive teams in school districts (McCarty, 2010; Sevak, 2012; Morse,
2013). Recently, scholars have completed preliminary, qualitative studies by interviewing
exemplary superintendents to describe positive strategies, practices, and habits of
educational CEOs (Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010). In these studies of award-winning
superintendents and national Superintendents of the Year, heavy emphasis was placed
upon the need for superintendents to build leadership teams, the need to develop
strategies for collaborative decision-making, and the need to mentor other executives.
Executive Coaching and Mentorship
Executive coaching is a recent phenomenon in both the world of business and the
halls of education, and, thus, has not entertained a long history of researched validation
(Bougae, 2005). Statistics have supported an increased and concerted effort by
organizations to build capacity with employees through coaching models (ICF, 2016).
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Scholars have argued the importance of coaching as a fundamental responsibility for
transformational leaders (Humphreys & Einstein, 2003). Other scholars have proven the
statistical potential of coaching to benefit members in organizations while simultaneously
concluding that most leaders have very little interactions with their teams (Hackman &
Wageman, 2007).
Coaching models have included strategies for both team and individual
interventions, can be designed to address both in-depth personal improvement or
increased work performance, and can range in time from 1 to 12 months (Bougae, 2005).
In educational settings, coaching performed by superintendents more often resembles
mentorship and often lacks official certification (Worner, 2010; Kirtman, 2014).
Mentorship by superintendents has involved the use of evaluation tools such as the
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the DISC Inventory, the Workplace Motivators Inventory,
or the Workplace Personality Inventory (Kirtman, 2014). These assessment tools have
been widely used by human resource professionals and are grounded in researched
validity (Kirtman, 2014). However, no formal study has been conducted that described
the strategies used by superintendents to develop leadership capacity in their executive
teams by using self-assessment tools, leadership plans, and mentorship (Fullan &
Kirtman, 2016).
Theoretical Framework
In Leadership and Teams: The Missing Piece of the Educational Reform Puzzle,
Kirtman (2014) introduced his leadership framework, the Seven Competencies for School
Leadership. In this research, Kirtman (2014) drew attention to the lack of leadership
capacity and the underdevelopment of executive teaming in school districts. Kirtman’s
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framework was based on a quantitative study of 600 educational leaders who completed
four leadership inventory assessments (Kirtman, 2014). Based on these assessments,
Kirtman concluded that leaders of whole-system, sustainable change consistently
demonstrated seven leadership behaviors.
Challenging the Status Quo
Kirtman (2014) concluded that successful leaders were willing to challenge
policies that divert attention from the organization’s central purpose. Kirtman (2014)
identified effective leaders as those individuals willing to take risks and to search for
innovation. These leaders were less concerned with ensuring rules were followed and
were determined to motivate others toward a vision of improvement for all students.
Builds Trust Through Clear Communications and Expectations
Kirtman (2014) argued that trust was the linchpin for all relationships between
leaders and others in the organization. In Kirtman’s findings, a strong leader was an
excellent communicator who used trust to create a culture of teamwork at multiple levels
of the organization. Strong communicators were direct, honest, and comfortable with the
conflict needed to change systems and provide feedback when needed.
Creates a Commonly Owned Plan for Success
In Kirtman’s (2014) findings, hierarchical styles of leadership were found to be
less successful in times of reform and change. Kirtman’s study identified the importance
of soliciting feedback from multiple stakeholders in the identification of problems,
communication of solutions, and the strategic planning and monitoring of goals and
outcomes. Kirtman (2014) cautioned organizations to avoid rigidity in implementation
and to allow flexibility when course corrections were needed.
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Focuses on Team Over Self
Teamwork was a top priority in Kirtman’s (2014) framework for leaders. Kirtman
(2014) found evidence to support strong leadership focused upon the development of a
high-performing team. To do this, effective leaders made wise hiring decisions,
empowered others to make decisions, and were committed to the ongoing training and
development of the team. Overall, Kirtman (2014) concluded that competent leaders were
humble enough to receive critical feedback but also possessed the strength to make
difficult decisions when necessary.
Has a High Sense of Urgency for Change and Sustainable Results
In Kirtman’s (2014) research, effective leaders focused on building leadership
capacity at all levels which encouraged mutual commitment to commonly developed
goals and urgency for student achievement. Kirtman concluded that competent school
leaders were system thinkers, attending to both short-term and long-term outcomes to
ensure sustainable change. To do this, the competent leader, according to Kirtman (2014),
could think and act decisively and recognized the importance of mentoring other leaders
in the organization.
Commits to Continuous Improvements for Self
In Kirtman’s (2014) findings, strong and competent school leaders exhibited a
spirit of curiosity propelling them toward self-improvement. These leaders proactively
sought feedback from others about their leadership styles and readily accepted the
responsibility to grow interpersonal skills and change current working practices. The
competent leader in Kirtman’s (2014) framework approached their position of leadership
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from a positive perspective, did not fixate on others’ inadequacies, and encouraged others
toward continuous improvement.
Builds External Networks and Partnerships
Based upon his research, Kirtman (2014) concluded that competent school leaders
tended to be extroverted in personality. Kirtman’s competent school leaders were
comfortable in networking environments and engaged multiple stakeholders, including
parents and community members. These leaders developed two-way relationships with
mutual benefit and actively increased their social networks to build a larger team beyond
their immediate area of influence.
Problem Statement
A new role is emerging for public school superintendents in the United States.
The complexity of the job now includes restoring coherence to an American school
system that has become fractured by years of government mandates, legislated
accountability measures, and cycles of failed reform initiatives (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Today’s challenges require superintendents to develop the leadership capacity of an
executive team (Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno &
Kowalski, 2018). Since the early 1950s, scholars have researched the dynamics between
CEOs and their executive teams (Sevak, 2018). Despite this research, studies have
focused primarily on CEOs and executive teams in the private sector, and little attention
has been directed to the interplay of K-12 public school superintendents and their
executive teams (Sevak, 2018). In their book, Coherence: The Right Drivers in Action for
Schools, Districts, and Systems, Fullan and Quinn (2016) urged educational leaders to
utilize Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership as the model
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for developing leadership capacity. Fullan and Quinn (2016) argued that Kirtman’s
(2014) framework on leadership development was the ideal roadmap for superintendents
seeking to develop the leadership of members of an executive team.
No study has been conducted to date to describe how superintendents are
implementing Kirtman’s (2014) framework to build leadership capacity with their
executive teams to improve organizational coherence, as suggested by Fullan and Quinn
(2016). Recently, Fullan and Kirtman (2019) acknowledged the absence of research
substantiating their theories and suggested the need for a descriptive study to provide
superintendents and other educational leaders with tangible strategies for implementation.
Therefore, the problem is an absence of any research verifying Kirtman’s (2014)
framework on leadership development with superintendents and their executive teams.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using the
Seven Competencies for School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014): challenge the status quo,
grow trust through clear communication and expectations, create a commonly owned
plan for success, focus on the team over self, create a high sense of urgency for change
and sustainable results in improving student achievement, commit to continuous
improvement, and develop external networks and partnerships.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to challenge the status quo?
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2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a commonly owned plan for success?
4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to focus on the team over themselves?
5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results?
6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to build external partnerships and networks?
Significance
Since the 1990s, large numbers of superintendents have exited their jobs (Giles,
1990), and applicant pools for superintendent positions throughout the nation are
continuing to shrink (Kowalski, 2003). Over the past three decades, scholars have found
that K-12 public school superintendents often experience “role overload” due to a
significant increase in job-related responsibilities (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Awardwinning superintendents are advocating the need for superintendents to develop a support
system to emotionally cope with the mounting challenges faced by waves of continual
change and adversity (Patterson & Reed, 2009). The combination of these factors
suggests an emerging crisis in today’s K-12 public school superintendency. The results of
this study may serve to inform superintendents working in their current positions by
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providing practical insight on growing personal leadership and developing executive
teams to provide necessary systems of support.
This multiple case study addresses the current gap in research on how K-12 public
school superintendents build leadership capacity in themselves and in members of their
executive teams. More specifically, this study will provide the first qualitative data
describing how a small number of exemplary superintendents are building leadership
capacity within themselves and their executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies for School Leadership. Current and aspiring superintendents will be
provided insight into how a small group of exemplary superintendents and their executive
teams are challenging normalcy in their districts, developing trust, creating a system of
common practice, building collaborative teams, ensuring sustainable results for student
achievement, and expanding influence to include other networks of educators. This study
will give these superintendents recommendations for leadership development and
executive team-building to follow in their school districts to broaden the base of support
and to ensure coherency in educational systems.
In addition, licensure requirements and professional standards for the
superintendency are currently a topic of discussion and debate among scholars and
leaders in education (Kowalski & Bjork, 2004). Educational leadership organizations,
such as the Association of California School Administrators and the American
Association of School Administrators, may find the results of this study to be beneficial
in the design of training programs, workshops, and other professional development
opportunities for K-12 public school superintendents. Likewise, the results of this study
could inform policymakers in future revisions of professional standards or credentialing
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requirements for the superintendency. The findings of this study could also encourage
curricular modifications in universities for advanced, post-graduate educational degrees
for school leaders. In short, the findings from this case study could significantly impact
the daily practice of K-12 public school superintendents and could influence the future
creation of policy, training, and licensure affecting the profession.
Definitions
The following list serves to define key words and phrases used in this study. The
definitions in this study are organized around Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies of School Leadership. Other important variables in this study are also
defined below.
Seven Competencies of School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014)
Challenges the status quo. A school leader who challenges the status quo
questions the common practices of the organization, identifies and circumvents
bureaucratic barriers, delegates compliance issues to others, and is willing to exercise
risk-taking to produce innovative results (Drucker, 1999; Wiseman & McKeown, 2010;
Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015).
Builds trust through clear communications and expectations. A school leader
who builds trust through clear communication and expectations uses clear written and
verbal expectations for individual and group performance, embraces productive conflict
when necessary, provides honest and direct feedback to others about their performance,
and models integrity by consistently following through on actions and commitments
(Lencioni, 2002; Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Worner, 2010; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).

17

Creates a commonly owned plan for success. A school leader who creates a
commonly owned plan for success gathers input from other stakeholders to ensure a
consensus of support, uses strategic methods to create a written plan with both short- and
long-term goals, monitors the implementation of the plan according to predetermined
measures, and uses data to adjust and communicate necessary course corrections
(Marzano & Waters, 2009; Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Focuses on team over self. A school leader who focuses on team over self is
dedicated to the professional growth of all employees, cultivates a culture of teamwork
including the development of a high-performing executive team, undergoes cycles of
personal growth from soliciting critical feedback from others, and hires people highly
capable of making decisions and ensuring results (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Worner, 2010;
Kotter, 2012; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results. A school
leader who focuses on creating a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results
uses decisive action to move change initiatives forward quickly, relies upon instructional
data to make informed decisions, and manages change efforts effectively by building
systemic organizational capacity to sustain the momentum and permanence of newly
implemented programs (Worner, 2010; Kotter, 2012; Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013;
Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Commits to continuous improvement for self. A school leader who is
committed to continuous improvement for self uses self-management and self-reflection
to look intently at personal professional practices, has perpetual curiosity for creative and
innovative ideas, willingly accepts the insights of other people, and unwaveringly takes
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responsibility for their actions even when faced with certain criticism (Drucker, 1999;
Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Maxwell, 2018).
Builds external networks and partnerships. A school leader who builds
external networks and partnerships envisions a broad range of personal leadership
influence on both internal and external systems, recognizes and embraces a personal
leadership role in a greater change environment, and has the ability to coalesce wideranging support for change by engaging numerous people through two-way partnerships
(Worner, 2010; Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015;
Rincon-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016).
Other Definitions
Executive teams. An executive team is a group of leaders with positional power,
status, and influence who directly report to and assist the CEO or superintendent of an
organization by providing expertise and strategic decision-making based upon a unique
orientation to external forces and a commitment to the success of the organization
(Nadler, 1992; Katzenbach and Smith, 2005; McCarty, 2010; Kotter, 2012).
Exemplary superintendents. Exemplary superintendents are instructional and
visionary leaders who use collaborative processes to create and monitor academic goals
for student achievement, manage the business operations of a school district, leverage
political acumen with school boards and parents to engage the community, advocate for
social justice by providing equitable educational access, communicate effectively in an
information-based society, and lead coherent reform efforts by developing leadership
capacity throughout the organization (Reeves, 2004; Marzano & Waters, 2009; Worner,
2010; Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Tooker, 2019).
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Leadership capacity. Leadership capacity is the ability for a person to effectively
lead an organization through multiple processes of change in a rapidly dynamic
environment. Leadership capacity derives from personal self-study, ongoing learning, and
multiplying leadership growth and character development in others. The capacity to lead
at all levels anchors an organization to a culture valuing teamwork, innovation, and
sustained urgency for success (Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Anderson & AckermanAnderson, 2010; Wiseman & McKeown, 2010; Kotter, 2012; Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015;
Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Maxwell, 2018).
Delimitations
This multiple case study was delimited to seven exemplary superintendents in
California. A superintendent considered to be exemplary for the purpose of this study is
the leader of a school district who demonstrates all the following criteria:
•

Has directly consulted with Lyle Kirtman (2014) to implement the Seven
Competencies for School Leaders.

•

Is identified as exemplary by a panel of experts who have knowledge of the work
of the superintendent using Kirtman’s Seven Competencies for School Leadership
to develop executive teams.

•

Has, at a minimum, three years of experience as a superintendent in his or her
current school district.
Organization of the Study
This qualitative, multiple case study has been arranged into five chapters, a list of

references, and appendices. A brief background is provided in Chapter I about the
shifting focus of school reform in the Unites States toward building organizational
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capacity, the changing role of the public school superintendent as a team-builder, and
Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies of School Leadership framework. Chapter II
presents a comprehensive review of research and literature about theories of leadership,
research on building capacity in organizations, the history of the superintendency in the
United States, previous studies on executive team-building in public schools, and
methods used by leaders to coach and mentor executives. The methodology and research
design used in this study is presented in Chapter III to identify the sample population, to
develop a valid process for collecting data, and to explain how data will be organized and
analyzed. Chapter IV shares the results of the data-collection process and analyzes data
for trends and patterns in the research. The study concludes in Chapter V with key
findings, recommendations for further study, and implications for superintendents in their
executive team-building efforts.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II provides a review of research literature regarding public school
superintendents and how they build leadership capacity with members of executive
teams. The literature review begins with an overview of reform efforts in public
education, providing the backdrop for the work done by superintendents and executive
teams. The contents of Chapter II then shift to describing the historical and professional
roles of superintendents, the challenges superintendents have experienced when engaged
in educational reform efforts, and the characteristics of effective superintendents. The
chapter then provides theoretical foundations of the study that briefly explore the topic of
leadership, the definitions of organizational leadership capacity, and studies that describe
how school leaders have built leadership capacity by relying upon teamwork. Theoretical
foundations of the study continue with the presentation of historical research on teams,
studies specifically focused on executive teams, and recent research on how
superintendents lead executive teams. The final section of the chapter provides research
supporting the framework for the study, the significance of the problem and the
importance of the study.
Reform Efforts in Public Education
Any discussion about the roles and responsibilities of public school
superintendents must consider the context of educational reform efforts in the United
States (Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). Scholars agree that educational
reforms in the United States have been largely influenced by three watershed events
causing politicians, educators, and the public to increase urgency to improve student
learning (Greer, 2018). These events include the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in

22

1957, the publishing of James Coleman’s research study titled Equality of Educational
Opportunity in 1966, and the U. S. National Commission on Excellence in Education’s
release of A Nation at Risk in 1983 (Greer, 2018).
Although preparation for World War II improved education in the United States,
Sputnik’s launch forced the United States to consider the rigor of classroom instruction,
particularly in the areas of science and mathematics (Wissehr, Concannon & Barrow,
2011). James Coleman’s enormous study of schools led to the first documented findings
of an achievement gap between White students and students of color in the United States
(Dickenson, 2016). Coleman’s report highlighted the need for public schools to consider
issues of equity at home and in the classroom (Coleman, 1966; Dickenson, 2016).
Finally, A Nation at Risk once again focused the collective attention of the United States
on the problem of failing schools (Greer, 2018). A Nation at Risk laid out an agenda for
the subsequent decades to improve equity of educational outcomes for all students,
increase content rigor, grow overall academic expectations, and improve teacher training
(Greer, 2018). These major events, in addition to other social, economic, and political
trends in the United States, caused greater and greater federal involvement in education
through cycles of reform legislation (Cohen, 1995; Greer, 2018).
Overall trends in educational reform since the 1950s have included the adoption
of content standards (Greer, 2018), shifts from decentralization to centralization in
decision-making authority (Datnow, 2002; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018),
and the growth of external accountability measures for student performance (Greer,
2018). Over decades, the national Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), first
passed in 1965, has been reauthorized by numerous Presidential administrations to

23

improve equitable access to education through categorical programs (Greer, 2018). The
most recent reauthorizations have included the No Child Let Behind (NCLB) Act in 2000
and Every Student Succeeds in 2015 (Greer, 2018).
Although intended to improve student outcomes through systemic reform, federal
education laws have greatly contributed to a fractured educational system (Fullan &
Quinn, 2016) with very little evidence of connection between policy and practice (Cohen,
1995) and no sustainable improvement for instruction or student performance (Datnow,
2002). After three decades of intense national reform, student performance in reading and
mathematics on the international PISA assessment has remained stagnant (Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2019). Likewise, strong educator reliance
on external accountability measures such as Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) has caused
the narrowing of curricular content, cheating and corruption in schools, and decreased
educational outcomes for minority students in urban schools (Guisbond, Neill &
Schaeffer, 2012).
In recent years, educational professionals and politicians have shifted efforts to
find a more balanced approach between previous decades of inconsistent, decentralized
United States school systems and the recent incoherence created by a new centralized
approach to national reform (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno &
Kowalski, 2018). Several educational researchers suggest the two views of educational
reform are not incompatible (Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork, BrowneFerrigno & Kowalski, 2018). These researchers argue the importance of building
internally accountable learning cultures at the district and school levels to improve
student outcomes consistent with the goals of external accountability measures (Kirtman,
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2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). Specifically,
these researchers highlight the importance of growing leadership capacity at all levels of
educational organizations, building teamwork, and improving communication networks
(Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018).
Unsurprisingly, the public school superintendent has a pivotal role in the development of
leadership capacity, internal accountability, teamwork, and learning cultures in school
districts throughout the United States (Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Bjork,
Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018).
Public School Superintendents in the United States
Public school superintendents, as a group, are becoming more diverse (Council of
the Great City Schools, 2014; AASA, 2020), and the role of the public school
superintendent is becoming more complex (Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005; Bjork, Kowalski
& Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; AASA, 2020). In the United States today, approximately
14,000 K-12 public school superintendents work in school districts throughout the nation
(Tooker, 2019). According to the American Association of School Administrators (2020),
married White men represent the largest group of superintendents in the country.
However, nearly one-third of superintendent jobs in the United States are currently held
by women, and the number of female superintendents continues to increase, as
represented by a growth of 2.6% since 2010 (AASA, 2020). The diversity of public
school superintendents is also increasing, particularly in urban areas, with 42% of
superintendents identifying as Black and 9% identifying as Hispanic (Council of the
Great City Schools, 2014).
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The complexity of the superintendency requires successfully filling multiple
instructional, political, and social roles simultaneously (Callahan, 1966; Goldring &
Greenfield, 2002; Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005; Lamkin, 2006; Bredeson & Kose, 2007;
Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). The primary role of a public school
superintendent is to serve as the chief executive officer of a school district (Bjork,
Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). As the CEO, the school superintendent’s primary
responsibilities include advising the school board about educational policies,
recommending hiring appointments, ensuring the consistent implementation of legislated
mandates, budgeting district resources, overseeing a coordinated instructional program,
and suggesting facility and transportation improvements (Bjork, Kowalski & BrowneFerrigno, 2014). Superintendents identified issues of school finance, personnel
management, conflict management, and board member relations as the four areas
demanding the most attention and contributing to the complexity of the job (AASA,
2020). To manage complexity effectively, superintendents possess a wide array of
leadership and managerial skills, a knowledge of federal and state educational policies,
and the ability to synthesize the needs of a school district into a systematic and coherent
plan for improvement (Davies, 2009; Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010).
History of the Superintendency
The ideological, demographic, and socio-economic landscape of the United States
has changed greatly since the 1850s, when the school superintendent job began (Bjork,
Kowalski & Browne- Ferrigno, 2014). Likewise, the responsibilities of the
superintendency have continued to evolve as schooling has adapted to meet societal
changes (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). In the 1850s, the primary job of
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the public-school superintendent was to minister to teachers and students as a model of
Christian values in a largely agrarian society (Thomas, 2001). During the Industrial
Revolution, people migrated from rural areas to expanding urban centers, and the public
school superintendency changed to become increasingly managerial to accommodate the
capacity of students in larger school systems (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno,
2014). The school superintendency became more political and community-based during
the period of the two World Wars and the Great Depression, when the purpose of
schooling was redefined to increase academic content and improve job-based skills
(Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014)
The responsibilities of the superintendency grew to include social advocacy from
the 1950s to the 1970s, when schools encountered issues of racial desegregation and
equitable learning outcomes for all students during the Civil Rights Movement (Bjork,
Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). In the 1980s and 1990s, societal demands for
school reform required public school superintendents to lead massive change initiatives
in school districts throughout the United States (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno,
2014). As a result, by the end of the 20th century, measures of superintendent
effectiveness had shifted from managerial competence to successful implementation of
instructional programs (Thomas, 2001). This paradigmatic shift of responsibilities due to
societal demands for greater equity in education led to significant changes in the role of
the superintendent.
The Multiple Roles of the Superintendent
The different roles of the public school superintendent are varied and numerous
(Callahan, 1966; Goldring & Greenfield, 2002; Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005; Lamkin,

27

2006; Bredeson & Kose, 2007; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). To provide a
historical context for the shift in superintendent responsibilities, Callahan (1966)
categorized the roles of the superintendent as teacher-scholar, organizational manager,
democratic-political leader, and applied social scientist in The Superintendent of Schools:
A Historical Analysis. In Cultural Change Paradigms and Administrator
Communication, Kowalski (2000) added the role of communicator to the job of the
school superintendent because of the increasing cultural demand for information in
contemporary society. Scholars have argued that the five roles of the superintendent are
inseparable, with superintendents always operating within at least two roles
simultaneously (Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014).
The role of teacher-scholar describes a primary job of a superintendent as being
the leader of instructional improvement in a school district (Callahan, 1966; Bredeson,
1996; Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). The role of teacher-scholar was the
first role of the superintendent dating back to the 1850s, when the superintendent was
expected to be the lead teacher in a school (Callahan, 1966). As teacher-scholar,
superintendents provide visionary leadership, instructional collaboration, and material
support to select and implement curriculum in a school district (Bredeson, 1995; Cuban,
2004). The role of teacher-scholar includes a realistic understanding of pedagogy,
supervision of the instructional program, and staff development (Bjork, Kowalski,
Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). Although the role of teacher-scholar waned in previous
decades, it has reemerged as a prominent role for superintendents in the era of school
reform (Bjork, Kowalski, Browne-Ferrigno, 2014).

28

The superintendent role of organizational manager became prevalent in the early
1900s, when schools became larger and more centralized in urban areas (Callahan, 1966).
Since that time, the role of organizational manager has maintained significant importance
in the responsibilities of the public school superintendent (Bjork, Kowalski, BrowneFerrigno, 2014). As organizational manager, the superintendent oversees the functioning
of processes and systems, delegates responsibilities to others, and maintains proper
course direction for the entire school district (Cuban, 2004). Organizational managerial
skills include the ability of the superintendent to understand the legality of decisions,
manage personnel, balance budgets, make financial projections, and engage in public
relations (Bjork, Kowalski, Browne-Ferrigno, 2014).
The role of the superintendent as a democratic-political leader began in the 1930s,
when competition with other public entities for scarce financial resources required
superintendents to exert influence beyond school district boundaries (Callahan, 1966).
Since that time, public school superintendents have been continually engaged in
developing community relations, networking with business leaders, and navigating
political relationships with elected school boards (Howlett, 1993; Tooker, 2020).
Superintendents have relied on the skills of communication and collaborative decisionmaking to increase political influence while leading school organizations (Bjork,
Kowalski, Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). As with the managerial role, the democratic-political
role of the superintendency has only increased since the 1930s and has become
increasingly necessary (Bjork & Gurley, 2005).
The superintendent’s role of social activism emerged as the United States
underwent great social reform during the Civil Rights Movement and the desegregation
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of schools (Callahan, 1966). Acting in the role of applied social scientist, public school
superintendents embraced education as a powerful catalyst for improving the societal
conditions of underprivileged children and eliminating injustices in public institutions
(Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005). As such, the public school superintendent was required,
starting in the 1960s, to understand how demographics, poverty, drugs, racism, and
violence impacted equitable education in the United States (Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005).
To do this, the public school superintendent used knowledge and skill to interpret
research data and articulate theories of behavioral sciences (Bjork, Kowalski & BrownFerrigno, 2014).
In 2000, Kowalski highlighted the importance of superintendents adopting a new
role as a communicator in a society increasingly demanding to be informed. According to
Kowalski (2000), growing a positive and productive organizational culture was
reciprocally related to the quality of the superintendent’s communication skills and style.
Kowalski (2000) argued that organizational restructuring prompted by educational reform
required a significant change in culture, which, in turn, necessitated clear and trustworthy
communication from the superintendent. Kowalski (2000) listed several communication
skills superintendents required such as developing listening skills, maintaining
credibility, interpreting nonverbal communication, using context in communication,
resolving conflict, and explicitly communicating to employees how culture reflected
organizational behavior.
The five predominant roles of the public school superintendent outlined the
complexity of the position (Goldring & Greenfield, 2002; Cuban, 2004; Lamkin, 2006).
Superintendents have encountered significant difficulty navigating and transitioning
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between roles while leading educational organizations to restructure, redefine purpose,
and improve instructional quality (Murphy, 1994; Kowalski, 1995; Goldring, Crowson,
Laird & Berk, 2003; Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Often, the competing demands of each
role have forced superintendents to compromise a desire to focus on instructional
improvement with increased attention to organization, managerial, and political aspects
of the job (Murphy, 1994; Kowalski, 1995; Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Also,
superintendents struggle to balance the need to be viewed as professional authorities in
their field with the democratic principles of shared leadership and collaborative decisionmaking (Kowalski, 1995; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). Recently, scholars
have argued the importance of superintendents adopting an entirely new role of teambuilder to increase the internal capacity within school districts to meet contemporary
challenges that no single individual can overcome (Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn,
2016; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018).
Role challenges, role overload, and the new role to build teams. Research
studies over the past two decades have concluded that superintendents have the universal
desire to help students and to take a direct interest in curriculum and instruction
(Kowalski, 1995; Bredeson & Kose, 2007). However, role challenges and role overload
have contributed to a shockingly high turnover rate for superintendents and have led to
general confusion about the professional leadership responsibilities of the superintendent
(Kowalski, 1995). For example, Kowalski (1995) shared how two competing views of the
superintendent’s role had become popular in the era of school reform. One perspective of
central office leadership expected superintendents to impose a hierarchical structure,
assume command of the organization, and implement their goals for system improvement
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(Kowalski, 1995). The other view of superintendents viewed the professional
responsibilities of the district leader as being to build shared-leadership capacity,
organize teams to address problems democratically, and galvanize a collective vision for
organizational change (Kowalski, 1995). Kowalski (1995) highlighted the real
expectations superintendents experienced to be autocratic as a professional leader on one
hand and to simultaneously embrace more democratic styles of governance, including
shared leadership and collaborative decision-making.
Bredeson & Kose (2007) explained how superintendents experienced daily
struggles with role overload. Even the most ardent and committed superintendents felt the
pull away from a curricular and instructional focus toward issues of legality, politics, and
mundane daily operations (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Struggling with role overload,
scholars have found superintendents to attempt too often to engage in the complex tasks
of reforming and restructuring education from a position of solitude (Kirtman, 2014). As
a result, scholars have urged superintendents to build an executive leadership team to
provide support in managing their challenging roles (Higgins, Young, Weiner &
Wlodarczyk, 2010; Worner, 2010). Similarly, superintendents have been encouraged to
build leadership capacity both vertically and horizontally to promote learning cultures
throughout the school district to capably address the challenges of school leadership
(Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Recently, scholars have implored superintendents to resist the
tendency to be autocratic and to embrace a new role as a team builder in democratically
organized school systems (Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). The development
of teams of leaders both at the central office and at the school sites has been regarded as
an imperative for superintendents trying to reduce role overload caused by trying to meet
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the challenges required of schools in the 21st century (Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno &
Kowalski, 2018).
Superintendents and Educational Reform
Scholars have found that superintendents have directly and indirectly influenced
school reform efforts (Bjork, 1993; Petersen, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).
Superintendents have directly improved the systems and processes of educational
organizations by reducing bureaucracy, by implementing well-designed instructional
goals, by hiring quality staff members, by providing principal supervision, and by
connecting financial planning to school improvement (Bjork, 1993). Superintendents
have positively impacted school reform when they have created and clearly
communicated a vision for improvement, were highly visible throughout the school
district, promoted shared decision-making, and used data to further reform expectations
(Petersen, 1999). Indirectly, the self-efficacy of a superintendent has been proven to
promote collective self-efficacy in other employees in a school district, which,
consequently, improved conditions in the classrooms and increased student achievement
(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).
Despite some positive influence on school reform in the research record,
superintendents historically have found successful implementation of educational reform
to be a challenging venture (Cuban, 1984; Thomas, 2001; Goldring, Crowson, Laird &
Berk, 2003; Bredeson & Kose, 2007; Whitt, Scheurich & Skrla, 2015; Fullan & Quinn,
2016). Although an established pattern for school improvement has been identified,
problems have commonly occurred when district administrators have attempted to put the
findings of research into practical application (Cuban, 1984). The central problem for

33

school superintendents and their school reform efforts has been embedded within a
continuous struggle between centralized and decentralized authority structures (Rorrer,
Skrla & Scheurich, 2008; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). For example, superintendents have
often been caught between making administrative decrees and allowing disjointed schoolbased change initiatives (Cuban, 1984). Further, research has identified the need for
superintendents to use a combination of school-based autonomy and oversight from the
district office to provide both direction and stimulus to sustain reform (Levine, 1999;
McFadden, 2009; Marzano & Waters, 2009). Studies have shown that the responsibilities
of the superintendent have shifted to require decentralized authority by allowing shared
decision-making, teamwork, and the increased involvement of other interest groups
(Murphy, 1994; Levin, 1999, Rincon-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016).
Studies on superintendents and centralized and decentralized authority. In
2009, Marzano and Waters published a seminal meta-analysis of 27 research studies on
effective superintendent leadership between 1970 and 2005. For the first time, the
findings of Marzano and Waters’ (2009) research proved how superintendent leadership
had a statistical effect on improving student performance, as evidenced in five specific
leadership behaviors. These behaviors included collaborative goal-setting, a strong focus
on improving student achievement and teacher instruction, clear alignment between
board goals and district initiatives, the use of assessments to monitor student
achievement, and the consistent allocation of resources to support the organization’s
goals. Based on their findings, Marzano & Waters (2009) advocated for strong,
centralized leadership from the superintendent to ensure that the correct systems were in
place and were used with fidelity. However, Marzano and Waters (2009) also
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acknowledged an unanticipated and somewhat contradictory finding in their research.
Marzano and Waters (2009) acknowledged the need for the superintendent to balance
centralized control with defined, decentralized autonomy at the individual school level.
Marzano and Waters’ (2009) research was the beginning of a new direction in research
focused on studying the interplay between centralized and decentralized forces in reform
efforts, professional capacity-building throughout an organization, and the development
of a culture of teamwork and internal accountability.
The interplay of centralized office support and decentralized school-level decision
making was the topic of Rorrer, Skrla and Scheurich (2008) as they synthesized decades
of research on how superintendents could coordinate efforts to achieve a successful
balance of these variables. Rorrer, Skrla and Scheurich (2008) found that successful
superintendents provided the necessary centralized structures to serve as an umbrella of
support for decentralized efforts of leaders at the school level. Superintendents provided
instructional leadership, gave the organization continual reorientation, ensured policy
coherence, and focused on equitable outcomes for all students. More specifically, Rorrer,
Skrla and Scheurich (2008) defined a superintendent’s instructional leadership as creating
the conditions to generate commitment in people to engage in the work of reform while
simultaneously building the capacity of knowledge and skills for people to do the work of
reform. Rorrer, Skrla and Scheurich (2008) explained the superintendent’s role in
reorientation as aligning the organization’s systems and processes to the goals of reform
and changing the culture in the district to promote the productive exchange of ideas and
expertise. Rorrer, Skrla and Scheurich (2008) maintained that a superintendent had a
direct role to conciliate the often contrary policies of federal, state, and local legislation

35

while continually ensuring the alignment of organizational resources with the established
goals of reform. Finally, Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich (2008) highlighted the need for a
superintendent to model acknowledgement of inequity in school systems and to address
both past and present questions of equal student outcomes with action. In all, the research
of Rorer, Skrla and Scheurich (2008) spotlighted the need for a reciprocation between the
centralized authority of the superintendent and decentralized teams of leaders at lower
levels in the organization to sustain the process of reforming education.
In 2016, Fullan & Quinn (2016) unveiled a framework for superintendents to use
when navigating the interchange of centralized and decentralized forces on coherent
school reform. The central tenet of Fullan & Quinn’s (2016) research encouraged school
leaders and superintendents to build leadership capacity horizontally and vertically to
allow the development of internal accountability to drive organizational change. To do
this effectively, Fullan & Quinn (2016) described the need for superintendents to use a
better balance of centralized and decentralized strategies to reform schools. As
centralized authority, superintendents were required to focus the direction of
organizational change with purpose and clarity by reducing the pressure of external
accountability measures to highjack important resources and time. To promote
decentralization, superintendents were required to grow and develop leaders at all levels,
to create cultures of collaboration and teamwork, and to deepen collective knowledge and
skills through capacity building and clarity of outcomes. Fullan & Quinn’s (2016)
framework directly addressed the historical dilemma plaguing school superintendents on
sustaining educational reform efforts by combining both centralized and decentralized
strategies for coherent school reform.
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Characteristics of Effective Superintendents
Scholars, professional associations, and experienced superintendents have all
contributed to the body of literature describing the characteristics of an effective
superintendency over the past three decades (Murphy & Shipman, 1998; Reeves, 2004;
Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010; DiPaola, 2010; Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014;
Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019; National Policy Board
for Educational Administration, 2015; Association of California School Administrators,
2020). In 2001, in his article The Public School Superintendency in the Twenty-First
Century: The Quest to Define Effective Leadership, Thomas reported the need for
increased research clarifying the skills, knowledge, and characteristics of effective
superintendent leadership. In the years following the work of Thomas and others,
professional leadership associations articulated standards for effective superintendents
(DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA 2015; ACSA, 2020), researchers defined further characteristics
of superintendent effectiveness (Reeves, 2004; Kirtman, 2014; Bjork, Kowalski &
Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019), and
experienced superintendents compiled guidebooks for effectiveness (Harris, 2009;
Worner, 2010).
Standards for characteristics of effective superintendents were developed by the
American Association of School Administrators (AASA), the National Policy Board for
Educational Administration (NPBEA), and the Association of California School
Administrators (ACSA), providing guidance for individual growth, establishing a
framework for school leader evaluation, and informing content for professional
development programs (DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA, 2015; ACSA, 2020). Standards of
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effectiveness also served to ground the superintendency as a legitimate profession in an
era critical of licensure requirements for school leaders (Kowalski & Bjork, 2005). The
professional standards included the creation, communication, and implementation of a
shared vision with stakeholders as a primary characteristic of superintendent
effectiveness (DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA, 2015; ACSA, 2020). The standards also
communicated the need for effective superintendents to have internal and external
influence on educational policies to promote fair, equitable, and culturally sensitive
practices and opportunities for all children (DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA, 2015; ACSA, 2020).
Another characteristic of effective superintendents highlighted in the professional
standards was the need for superintendents to maintain safe facilities, budget financial
resources, and organize efficient systems (DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA, 2015; ACSA, 2020).
Similarly, the standards required effective superintendents to be directly involved in
instructional practices, expected the use of data to make decisions, necessitated the
implementation of employee development, and compelled superintendents to be models
of ethical leadership (DiPaola, 2010; NPBEA, 2015; ACSA, 2020).
Studies of superintendent effectiveness affirmed the standards and provided
increased clarity on behaviors for improved performance (Reeves, 2004; Kirtman, 2014;
Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). Reeves (2004)
described how effective superintendents demonstrated a determined resilience to proceed
constructively despite failure, used the power of self-reflection to navigate relationships
with subordinates, and exemplified commitment to personal integrity and emotional selfcontrol. Building on and furthering work done in this area, Kirtman (2014) reported how
effective superintendents conducted continual environmental scans to strengthen
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objectivity and broaden personal perspective, welcomed resources and information from
others, and underwent cycles of self-evaluation using leadership inventories to create
individual leadership growth plans. Effectiveness through the lens of leadership styles
was a focus of Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno and Kowalski (2018), who discussed how
effective superintendents substituted traditional forms of autocratic leadership styles with
democratic leadership styles using two-way communication and the creation of highfunctioning teams. Finally, Fullan and Kirtman (2019) found superintendents used “push
and pull strategies” to balance powers of both assertiveness and inspiration depending
upon the situation. Conclusions were drawn that effective superintendents were highly
capable of reading people and situations by actively listening, seeking feedback from
multiple sources, asking purposeful questions, and using influence to assist others in
making meaning and drawing conclusions (Fullan & Kirtman, 2019).
Autobiographical accounts of superintendents have also provided insight into the
characteristics of effective superintendents (Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010). Best practices
identified by Harris (2009) included those superintendents who created systems in
educational organizations to build communication, promote equity, monitor progress
toward goals, develop cultures of collaboration, increase trusting relationships, and foster
shared leadership. Worner (2010), a retired superintendent, included the significance of
superintendents accepting the positional power and influence of their roles, of
communicating core values to community members, of creating collective efficacy by
valuing others, and of committing to the education of all children. Similar to association
standards and research findings, advice from superintendents in the role validated the
importance of establishing learning cultures in educational organizations, modeling
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personal self-growth, using teamwork to implement strategic decision-making, and
building leadership capacity at all levels to transform school districts internally through
accountability to collective goals (Harris, 2009; Worner, 2010).
Theoretical Foundations
In building a foundation for the study of strategies superintendents use to build
leadership with executive teams, this section will cover significant topics such as
leadership theory, capacity-building efforts in educational organizations, the multiplier
effect in schools, uplifting leadership practices used by superintendents, and coherence
surrounding school systems. Theories and frameworks in the literature around teams,
executive team characteristics and development, and studies rooted in the “Upper
Echelon” theory are also explored as foundational to the study. The application of
coaching and mentoring for executive team members and the specifics of executive team
interventions will provide a further narrowing of the funnel to support this study focus.
Building Leadership Capacity in Organizations
Increasing research has established that today’s superintendents can increase
professional capital throughout organizations by building leadership capacity in
themselves and others (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves,
2015; Fullan, Bertani & Quinn, 2004; Fullan, Cuttress & Kilcher, 2005; Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2009; Shirly, 2016). Scholars have argued that sustainable reform in education is
not dependent upon strict adherence to external directives or mandates from policymakers (Davies, 2009; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Rather, researchers have concluded that
schools and districts must become cultures of self-sustaining momentum, catalyzed by
members from all levels who have a deep commitment to a shared vision and the capacity
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to lead (Rorrer, Skrla & Scheurich, 2008; Hargreaves, 2009, Fullan & Quinn, 2016). For
example, Fullan & Quinn (2016) wrote, “When large numbers of people have a deeply
understood sense of what needs to be done—and see their part in achieving that
purpose—coherence emerges, and powerful things happen” (p. 1).
Brief history of research on leadership
For decades, historians, researchers, and psychologists have studied the ethos of
leadership. However, no singular definition for leadership has been universally adopted
(Hackman & Wageman, 2007). In the 18th century, the Great Man Theory of leadership
was based on studies of gifted and heroic individuals who impacted the course of human
history (Vroom & Jago, 2007). The Great Man Theory was a belief that leadership
qualities were the combination of fixed traits passed in a hereditary manner from one
generation to the next (Zaccaro, 2007). The Great Man Theory had a tremendous
influence on psychologists, and the goal of leadership studies through the 1940s focused
largely on how to identify individuals who exemplified these hereditary traits (Zaccaro,
2007). Starting in the 1950s, trait models of leadership were challenged by researchers
who theorized leadership as an interaction of situational variables on the behavioral
patterns of individuals (Vroom & Jago, 2007). Behavior and situational theories in the
1960s and 1970s began to explore how different situations required different types of
leadership behaviors. Fielder’s (1967) Contingency Model of Leadership was an example
of this change in understanding leadership and became a prominent theory explaining
how the behaviors of a leader could be defined as task-oriented or relational-oriented
based upon specific situations.
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Transformational and transactional leadership. In 1978, James MacGregor
Burns first defined transactional and transformational leadership styles in organizations
(Bass, 1999). Burns’ (1978) research shifted the focus of leadership studies, and scholars
in the 1980s and 1990s began to focus attention on the relationship between leaders and
followers and how the behaviors and actions of leaders affected organizational culture.
Features of transactional leadership were defined by a hierarchical relationship between
the leader and the subordinate where both parties were motivated by self-interest (Bass,
1999). The subordinate was motivated to please the leader, and the leader was motivated
to give the subordinate clear direction and support to achieve organizational outcomes.
Transformational leadership was oriented toward a horizontal power structure where the
leader and subordinate worked together from the same mutual purpose to better the
organization based upon a shared vision (Humphreys & Einstein, 2003). Rather than
motivate others using self-interest, transformational leaders inspired others to act,
nurtured the environment to develop capacity in subordinates, encouraged a culture of
teamwork, and quite often served as mentors and coaches to followers (Humphreys &
Einstein, 2003).
Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) articulated one of the first frameworks for
transformational leadership applied to school leaders. According to Leithwood and Jantzi
(2009), transformational school leadership was less dependent upon the heroic or
charismatic impact of the school principal or district superintendent. Rather,
transformational school leaders articulated a collective vision, built capacity in others to
act with purpose, and established systems to promote the interdependency of teamwork
and the growth of relationships amongst stakeholders (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). As a
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transformational leader, the role of the superintendent included building leadership
capacity, relying on a culture of teamwork, and coaching others for development
(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009).
Leadership Capacity-Building
Over the past three decades, scholars have defined the interconnection between
building the leadership capacity of teachers and administrators with building the overall
capacity of schools and districts to change, reform, and transform (Firestone, 1989;
Sipple & Killeen, 2004; Hackman & Wageman, 2007; Rorrer, Skrla & Scheurich, 2008;
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015, Shirly, 2016;
Kirtman & Fullan, 2016). For some, building organizational capacity begins with the
acknowledgement that every individual at all levels within an organization has the
capability to be a leader (Hackman & Wageman, 2007). In this regard, building capacity
in teachers, principals, and central office administrators has been linked to growing a
collective will within the overall educational organization to face challenges and move
beyond the status quo (Firestone, 1989). Specifically, building capacity has been defined
in terms of how individuals acquire the necessary professional experiences, knowledge,
and skills to function at high levels within a district and school (Sipple & Killeen, 2004).
These professional activities include teachers and administrators working regularly in
teams, agreeing to collective expectations, and advancing with mutual and combined
commitment for improvement (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015). In these
terms, building organizational capacity in the field of education has been argued to
directly reflect the ability of teachers and administrators to be less motivated by external
accountability measures and to create the conditions for internal systems of
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accountability they need to drive change (Bredeson & Kose, 2007; Sipple & Killeen,
2004; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo, Hargreaves, 2015; Fullan &
Quinn, 2016).
Historically, superintendents and other educational leaders have demonstrated an
overreliance upon business models of capacity-building to motivate organizational
change in schools and districts in the era of reform (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013).
Business models of capacity-building have valued short-term gains in student
performance as determined by externally mandated accountability measures driven by the
forces of standardized testing results (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013). Further, scholars have
argued how decades of approaching school reform using business models has left the
professionals in schools and districts without the leadership capacity to enact true and
sustaining educational change (Hargreaves and Fuller, 2013). Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo,
and Hargreaves (2015) proposed an alternative approach for growing professional capital
in public schools (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015). This approach included
building school and district capacity in three areas: human capital, social capital, and
decisional capital (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015). Human capital was
defined as the growth of talented individuals in an organization, social capital was
defined as the growth in individuals to collaborate as teams, and decisional capital was
defined as the growth in individuals and teams to make increasingly better judgments as
collective experiences increased while repeatedly engaging in the problem-solving
process (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015). According to experts,
superintendents in today’s schools must work with other district leaders to create the
conditions for greater professional capital by fostering a collective moral purpose to
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improve all student learning, hire talented individuals who can work in teams, and
promote a mutually interdependent culture comfortable with high expectations and
productive conflict (Fullan, Bertani & Quinn, 2004; Rorrer, Skrla & Scheurich, 2008;
Kirtman & Fullan, 2016).
Leadership Capacity-Building Frameworks in Education
Several frameworks for leadership capacity-building in schools and districts have
been proposed to improve (Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013; Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris,
2015; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). These frameworks have created
guidelines based upon a school leader’s ability to multiply leadership qualities in other
organizational players (Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013). In addition, these frameworks
have described how superintendents and educational leaders can uplift the aspirations of
an entire school or district by modeling attitudes, commitment, and motivation to create
the conditions for short-term and long-term success (Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015). Also,
these frameworks have placed school superintendents at the heart of engineering
comprehensive, coherent school systems to ensure the sustainability of educational
reforms (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). These frameworks include Wiseman, Allen and Foster’s
(2013) Multiplier Effect for School Leaders, as well as Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris’s
(2015) Uplifting Leadership Framework and Fullan and Quinn’s Coherence Framework
(2016).
Wiseman, Allen and Foster’s multiplier effect. After gathering data through
surveys and interviews of 438 educational school leaders, Wiseman, Allen and Foster
(2013) juxtaposed two types of leadership styles found in educational organizations.
Wiseman, Allen and Foster (2013) contrasted the behavioral patterns of leaders who
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diminished organizational success by stifling creativity and independence in others with a
different type of leader who maximized leadership potential in others by empowering and
fostering collective accountability. The scholars (2013) identified five disciplines of
educational leaders (Table 1) who multiplied the capacity for leadership development,
creative opportunities, and collaborative problem-solving. The Five Disciplines of the
Multiplier described educational leaders who conscientiously shared power and decisionmaking authority with teams of individuals who readily engaged in challenges with
clearly defined criteria for success (Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013).
Table 1: Wiseman, Allen and Foster’s (2013) Five Disciplines of the Multiplier
Diminishers
Multipliers
Hoards resources and underutilizes
Attracts talented people and uses them
talent
at their highest point of contribution
Creates a tense environment that
Creates an intense environment that
suppresses people’s thinking and
requires people’s best thinking and work
capability
Gives directives that showcases how
Defines an opportunity that causes
much they know
people to stretch
Makes centralized, abrupt decisions
Drives sound decisions by constructing
that confuse the organization
debate and decision-making forums
Drives results through their personal
Gives other people the ownership for
involvement
results and invests in their success

In this educational environment, Wiseman, Allen and Foster (2013) argued that
leadership development throughout the organization promoted cultures of teamwork to
engage in cycles of productive debate, calculated risk-taking, and collective ownership,
which led to greater creativity, innovation, and increased internal accountability.
Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris’s (2014) uplifting leadership framework. An
extensive qualitative study was conducted by Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014) over a
period of seven years with 200 leaders in business, sports, and education. These scholars
interviewed leaders whose efforts allowed organizations to perform beyond expectations,
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and the findings uncovered 15 factors consistent in the case study for each organization
(Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris, 2014). Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014) synthesized
these factors into a framework for Uplifting Leadership. According to Hargreaves, Boyle
and Harris (2014), organizations performing above expectations benefited from leaders
who were able to combine vision, creativity, and relationship-building with rugged
persistence, challenging goals, and data-driven decision-making. Hargreaves, Boyle and
Harris (2014) argued the need for leaders to model both “soft” and “hard” skills, working
in tandem to provide simultaneous inspiration and structure for others in the organization
(Table 2).
Table 2: Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris’s (2014) Uplifting Leadership Framework
“Soft”
And
“Hard”
Dreaming: vision beyond just
With Determination: persistence during
numerical goals, collective values
wavering progress, commitment despite
and identity, and clear
abundant adversity, and overcoming
communication shifting mindset
obstacles created by people and events
from what was to what will be
Creativity: approaching new ideas
And Counterflow: willingness to challenge
with verve, using imagination, and
common assumptions, pursue
theorizing possibilities
unconventional solutions, and risk
derision from others
Collaboration: use of teamwork to
With Competition: purposeful creation of
accomplish goals; combining skills,
alliances with competitors to stimulate
talents, and efforts to increase
greater value through mutual benefit and
collective motivation and affiliation
to keep organizational players engaged
within the organization
in cutting edge work
Pushing: supporting others
And Pulling: using positive peer pressure
individually, building personal
within the organization to generate a
relationships to promote trust and
continual spirit of personal improvement
loyalty, attracting and retaining
and organizational growth
highly-qualified workers
Measuring: embarking on regular
With Meaning: specifically identifying and
routines of collecting results to
defining what data is important,
measure progress and to determine
continually using data to reinforce
the degree of fidelity in meeting
organizational values, and drawing upon
course objectives and success
successes to build relationships and
enthusiasm
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The Uplifting Leadership Framework, according to Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014),
demonstrated how leaders could interchange existing organizational forces of vision and
persistence, creativity and risk-taking, teamwork and competition, support and pressure,
and measurement with meaning to create favorable conditions to lift up individual
contributions and to sustain organizational results into the future. Based upon
Hargreaves, Boyle, and Harris’s (2014) findings, a public school superintendent had the
responsibility to build the individual capacity of organizational members to
simultaneously increase the collective capacity of the organization to achieve beyond
expectations.
Fullan & Quinn’s coherence framework. Based upon qualitative studies of
successful educational change efforts in Ontario and California, Fullan and Quinn (2016)
created a whole-system framework for improvement. Fullan and Quinn’s (2016)
Framework included transformational concepts such as growing leadership capacity
throughout schools and districts and promoting cultures of site-based autonomy and
collaborative teamwork (Table 3).
Table 3: Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework
Focusing Direction
Purpose-Driven
Goals that Impact
Clarity of Strategy
Change Leadership

Cultivating Collaborative Cultures

Leadership

Culture of Growth
Learning Leadership
Capacity Building
Collaborative Work
Clarity of Learning Goals
Precision in Pedagogy
Shift Practices Through Capacity
Building

Internal Accountability
External Accountability

Securing Accountability

Deepening Learning

Fullan and Quinn (2016) identified leadership development and capacity-building as the
single most significant and central driver for all areas of their Coherence Framework.
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According to this framework for capacity-building, superintendents and other educational
leaders should use a combination of “push” and “pull” strategies to simultaneously
provide inspiration and accountability to stimulate growth (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). These
strategies developed the trust, inspiration, and clarity of purpose necessary for teams of
people to narrow the focus of educational outcomes, to become dependent upon
collaborative decision-making as the normative model, and to increase pedagogical
knowledge and applied expertise at the ground level (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). In Fullan
and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework, internal accountability created by the
collective self-efficacy of individuals working in high-functioning teams always preceded
attempts by schools and districts to impose measures of external accountability. In this
regard, the primary goal of the superintendent and other educational leaders was to
develop the leadership capacity of members who operated in teams to include the
executives who surrounded the superintendent as direct reports (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Research on Teams
Since the late 1920s, a considerable amount of research has been conducted on the
nature of groups and teams in business, in the military, and in education (McGrath,
Arrow & Berdahl, 2000; Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp & Gilson, 2008; Mathieu, Wolfson &
Park, 2018). The history of team research began with two seminal studies conducted by
preeminent social psychologists (Mathieu, Wolfson & Park, 2018). Elton Mayo’s
research findings in 1927 about work groups at an AT&T plant in Illinois led to decades
of future research on the collective characteristics of groups, the patterns of
communication between teams, and how groups developed processes of problem-solving
(Mathieu, Wolfson & Park, 2018). In 1939, Kurt Lewin and his team of researchers
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published the findings of a study about how different styles of authority affected
aggression, motivation, and productivity in groups of schoolboys (Lewin, Lippitt &
White, 1939). Lewin et al.’s (1939) study prompted decades of research into how
individuals in teams were affected by pressure from outside forces, political implications,
self-perceptions, and emotional reactions to environmental stimuli (Mathieu, Wolfson &
Park, 2018). Over the next century, Mayo’s findings inspired future research studies on
teams as collective units, while Lewin’s research evolved into team studies from the
perspective of individuals participating within teams (Mathieu, Wolfson & Park, 2018).
In 1964, Joseph McGrath published his book Social Psychology: A Brief
Introduction and proposed the Input-Process-Output (IPO) framework for the first time.
McGrath’s (1964) IPO framework became the foundational research tool used by
scholars throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s to understand and define the
effectiveness of teams in organizations (McGrath, Arrow & Berdahl, 2000; Mathieu,
Maynard, Rapp & Gilson, 2008; Hackman, 2012). Using McGrath’s (1964) IPO
framework, scholars examined how different inputs such as team membership and
organizational climate affected processes of team communication and behaviors to
produce outcomes such as productivity level, motivation, and commitment (Mathieu,
Maynard, Rapp & Gilson, 2008). Jones and Bearley’s (2001) Team Development Matrix
served as one example of the IPO framework used in research. According to Jones and
Bearley (2001), groups of individuals became teams of people as they experienced cycles
of challenges as inputs and developed the necessary processes of task-oriented and
relationship-oriented characteristics to be successful (Table 4).
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Table 4: Jones and Bearley (2001) Team Development Matrix
Task Behaviors
Relationship Behaviors
Orientation
Dependency
Organization
Conflict
Open Data Flow
Cohesion
Problem-Solving
Interdependence

Jones & Bearley (2001) clearly articulated the cause-and-effect interplay of these
characteristics and concluded that strong teams developed two-dimensionally by shifting
from work groups of individuals dependent upon the leader to a collaborative state of
interdependent teammates with mutual commitment and internal accountability.
Researchers challenged the simplicity of the traditional IPO Framework to
adequately reflect the complexity of teamwork in multi-dimensional organizations
operating within digital and global settings (McGrath, Arrow & Berdahl, 2000; Hackman,
2012; Edmondson, 2013). Researchers shifted focus from identifying the causes of team
effectiveness and started to study the conditions of team effectiveness (McGrath, Arrow
& Berdahl; Hackman, 2012). Two frameworks that exemplified the conditions of
effective teams included Katzenbach and Smith’s (2005) Five Disciplines of Teams and
Hackman’s Framework of Enabling Conditions (2012). After conducting over 50
interviews of team members in businesses, the military, and charities, Katzenbach and
Smith (2005) distinguished between the conditions of work groups and the conditions of
teams (Table 5).
Table 5: Katzenbach and Smith’s (2005) Five Disciplines of Teams
Working Groups
Team
Strong, clearly focused leader
Shared leadership roles
Individual accountability
Individual and mutual accountability
Group’s purpose is the same as the
Specific team purpose that the team itself
broader organizational mission
delivers
Individual work products
Collective work products
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Runs efficient meetings
Measures effectiveness indirectly
Discusses, decides, delegates

Encourages open-ended discussion and
active problem-solving
Measures performance directly by
assessing collective work products
Discusses, decides, and does real work
together

Katzenbach and Smith’s (2005) framework argued that the conditions of high-functioning
teamwork were not predicated upon the simple assembly of a group of people alone.
According to this framework, the conditions of teamwork included the simultaneous
presence of both individual and combined attributes of collective accountability, mutual
commitment to a common purpose, and shared leadership (Katzenbach & Smith, 2005).
In 2012, Hackman challenged decades of research on teams that followed a
formulaic pattern of identifying team characteristics and attributes based upon the
traditional IPO framework. Instead, Hackman (2012) encouraged scholars to shift
research toward the organizational conditions allowing teams to flourish and to be
productive. In 2012, Hackman shared a list of conditions his research team had
uncovered after years of collecting data from a large number of organizational groups,
ranging from senior executive teams to lower-level production and service teams.
Hackman’s (2012) Enabling Conditions included the formation of real teams with clear
boundaries, a convincing purpose with a collective objective, the use of talent from all
members, clear norms of conduct with continual performance evaluations, a supportive
organizational context, and team-focused coaching delivered in a timely and strategic
manner. Hackman (2012) concluded that the Enabling Conditions were not a guarantee of
effective teamwork, but growing the Enabling Conditions promoted a particular type of
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teamwork, one capable of responding to the dynamic work environments of
contemporary organizations.
Recently, Edmondson (2013) pushed research on teamwork further by suggesting
that the static and traditional understanding of teams no longer existed in work
environments continually impacted by transformational change. Edmondson (2013)
encouraged scholars to view the concept of “team” not in terms of a finite noun but,
instead, as a verb in the sense of “teaming”. To Edmondson (2012), team membership in
a quick-paced, global, and technological work environment had become increasingly
fluid, defined more by timing and opportunity, and ad hoc in construction. Edmondson’s
(2013) Four Pillars of Effective Teaming espoused the importance of leaders to build the
capacity of every individual to speak up, collaborate, experiment, and reflect. The Four
Pillars of Effective Teaming required all team members to ask the right questions, seek
feedback, use mistakes for corrective purpose, coordinate actions by sharing information,
test presumptions through comparison with other ideas, and critically self-reflect upon
actions and habits (Edmondson, 2013). Edmondson’s (2013) framework on “teaming”
was an advance from traditional cause-and-effect studies on groups and teams conducted
throughout the previous century (Mathieu, Wolfson & Park, 2018).
Research on Executive Teams
How scholars have defined executive teams varies to a degree by name but is
consistent in terms of functions and duties (Hambrick, 1995; Nadler, 1992; Wageman,
Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008). Hambrick (1995) defined executive teams as the Top
Management Team (TMT), which included on average the nine most influential
executives at the top of the organization. Top Management Team members, according to
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Hambrick (1995), were executives who experienced overwhelming levels of complex
decision-making, were highly adaptive to internal and external environmental stimuli,
and implemented plans based upon large amounts of unstructured information. Corporate
Management Committees (CMC) has been used as a term to define executive teams
which have been comprised of a senior team of executives, including vice presidents and
the CEO (Nadler, 1992). According to Nadler (1992), executives in the CMC were more
greatly influenced by external factors, were key advisors in strategic planning,
experienced higher levels of task complexity, were responsible for modeling
organizational values, and were recognized with greater individual status. In addition,
executive teams have been referred to as Senior Leadership Teams, who rely upon the
interdependent activities of top executives, who in turn are aware of clear boundaries
defining them as team members with the positional stability to work together (Wageman,
Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008). Researchers agree that executive teams are different
than other organizational teams in composition, influence, behavior, and action (Nadler,
1992; Katz, 1998, Smith & Tushman, 2005).
Brief history of executive team research
Chester Barnard (1938) has been credited as the first scholar to describe the roles
of managerial executives in organizations (McCarty, 2010; Hiller, 2014). Barnard’s
(1938) summary of an executive leader’s role included coalescing employee effort by
communicating a common purpose and creating and sustaining functioning
organizational systems (McCarty, 2010; Hiller, 2014). In 1963, Cyert and March
advanced a theory of coalition formation within organizations, which was borrowed by
future scholars to frame the first discussions and studies on executives working as teams
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(Stevenson, Pearce & Porter, 1985; Neatby, Aube & Rioux, 2011). In 1967, Thompson
used Cyert and March’s conceptualization of coalitions to identify the crucial, strategic
decision-makers in an organization as the “dominant coalition” (Stevenson, Pearce &
Porter, 1985; McCarty, 2010). Throughout the 1960s, executive leadership in businesses
followed a consistent model to include the chief executive officer (CEO), chief
operational officer (COO), and a level of executives directly reporting to the COO
(Nadler, 1992). Henry Mintzberg (1973) stipulated 10 overarching roles of CEOs based
upon an in-depth observational study of chief executives in five organizations in the
United States. The 10 executive leadership roles were organized into three categories:
interpersonal, informational, and decision-making (Mintzberg, 1973). More specifically,
Mintzberg’s roles of executive leaders included the figurehead, the leader, the liaison, the
monitor, the disseminator, the spokesman, the entrepreneur, the disturbance handler, and
the resource allocator.
Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) upper echelon theory. In 1984, a seminal
theory for executive leadership called the Upper Echelon Theory was proposed by
Hambrick and Mason (1984). The Upper Echelon Theory became the standard
framework for most research studies on executive leadership teams throughout the 1980s,
1990s, and early 2000s (Carpenter, Geletkanycz & Sanders, 2004). Hambrick and
Mason’s (1984) Upper Echelon Theory proposed two foundational presuppositions about
how executives impacted the decision-making, the climate, and the eventual outcomes in
organizations (Figure 1). The Upper Echelon Theory claimed that executives interpreted
organizational events from a limited field of vision and made key strategic decisions for
the organization based upon this selective perception (Hambrick & Mason, 1984;

55

Hambrick, 2007). In turn, an executive’s limited field of vision was entirely determined
by the individual’s cognitive base, values, previous work experiences, age, education, and
even socio-economic background (Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Hambrick, 2007).
Figure 1: Hambrick & Mason’s (1984) Upper Echelon Theory

Hambrick & Mason (1984) argued that predictions could be made regarding future
organizational performance and outcomes based upon the psychological and observable
characteristics of the organization’s Top Management Team (TMT). In fact, Hambrick
and Mason (1984) suggested that the characteristics of the executive team provided more
predictability to organizational performance than the characteristics of the CEO.
Numerous studies based upon Hambrick & Mason’s (1984) Upper Echelon
Theory flooded the field of executive team research in the subsequent decades
(Carpenter, Geletkanycz & Sanders, 2004; Hambrick, 2007). For example, Amason
(1996) studied two senior leadership teams in food processing and furniture
manufacturing and concluded that cognitive and emotional conflict experienced by
executives could improve or disimprove decision-making quality. Cognitive conflict in
executive teams was determined to improve decision-making, commitment, and
implementation of new ideas (Amason, 1996). On the other hand, emotional conflict
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created tension and mistrust, and prevented sound decision-making by executive teams
(Amason, 1996). Similarly, the Upper Echelon Theory was used as the framework to
research executives in 35 major hospitals in the United Kingdom (West & Anderson,
1996). In this study, organizational innovation was discovered to be directly affected by
the number of innovative senior management team members (West & Anderson, 1996).
Also, the findings of Keck’s (1997) study of management teams in the cement and
minicomputer industries determined that newly formed, heterogenous executive teams
were better prepared to weather turbulent times in business, while more established,
homogenous executive teams excelled in times of stability. The Upper Echelon Theory
guided scholarship on executive teams and organizational performance for several
decades, but recent researchers have suggested that the theory is unable to explain the
varied problems and detrimental interactions present amongst executive team members
resulting from political, relational, and psychological factors (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss
& Hackman, 2008).
Unique differences of executive teams. Executive teams are widely considered
to have a different and unique set of characteristics and functions when compared to team
dynamics at other levels of an organization (Nadler, 1992; Hambrick, 1997; Katzenbach,
1998, Bert, 2005; Smith & Tushman, 2005). The different and unique characteristics
inherent to executive teams are often manifested in dysfunctional behaviors of team
members that create internal conflict and threaten the very existence of true teamwork at
the executive level (Nadler, 1992; Katzenbach, 1998; Lencioni, 2002). As a result,
scholars have urged organizational leaders to approach executive teams from a different
set of assumptions, management strategies, and interventions for improvement (Nadler,
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1992; Katzenbach, 1998; Bert, 2005). Likewise, researchers, scholars, and consultants
have created unique leadership models to support and guide executive teams in different
ways (Katzenbach, 1998; Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008; Nadler Advisory
Services, 2020).
Since the later part of the 1990s, researchers have recognized that executive teams
regularly suffered from conceptual contradictions between individual pursuits and
organizational goals (Smith & Tushman, 2005), often fell victim to conflicting selfinterests (Bert, 2005), and often resulted in team fragmentation that even threatened the
stability and coherence of the entire organization (Hambrick, 1997). Executive teams
have been found to exhibit dysfunctional patterns that inhibit commitment to
collaborative efforts and generate both a reluctance to share mutual accountability and a
predisposition toward individualism created by desires of status and ego (Lencioni,
2002). Some researchers have argued that the professional and personal disciplines
required of true teamwork are unable to exist within the unique scope of executive team
functions (Katzenbach, 1998). Other scholars have suggested that executive teams only
operate under the guise of real teams (Nadler, 1992).
Nadler (1992) claimed that executive teams regularly existed as “synthetic teams”
that relied upon the illusion of teamwork to disguise the actual individualism of executive
members motivated by self-interest within the organization. “Synthetic teams” rarely
shared information or resources, were often under-designed because members lacked
expertise in multiple sectors of the organization and were engaged mostly in noncollaborative activities, contributing to power vacuums that frustrated subordinate
employees at lower levels of the organization (Nadler, 1992). Hambrick (1995)
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interviewed 23 CEOs in major companies in the United States and Europe and labeled the
reality of executive team fragmentation as the most critical issue plaguing chief executive
officers. Fragmentation, as defined by Hambrick (1995), was the inability of executive
team members to work as one collaborative unit to share individual ideas and expertise
and to create collective and strategic plans for the general benefit of the organization.
Hambrick and D’Aveni (1992) researched 57 corporate bankruptcies and determined that
fragmentation and deterioration of the Top Management Team was the primary causal
factor for organizational demise.
Katzenbach (1998) argued how executive team members experienced a
dichotomy between the disciplines of the single executive and the disciplines of teams.
Executive discipline included the creation of organizational urgency for improvement,
the resolution of critical issues with efficiency, and the necessity of keeping individuals
within the organization accountable (Katzenbach, 1998). According to Katzenbach
(1998), the needs of the executive contradicted the disciplines of true team membership
that required commitment to a common purpose, mutual accountability to goals
determined by the group, and shared leadership. Similarly, Smith and Tushman (2005)
maintained that executive teams were uniquely positioned in organizations to navigate
contradictory organizational forces. These contradictory forces included the simultaneous
need to explore and exploit, innovate and sustain existing products, perform in the short
term and develop long-term adaptability, focus efforts and show flexibility, and be
equally “teamcentric” and “leadercentric” (Smith & Tushman, 2005).
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Katzenbach Model
Effective executive team models have attempted to address the unique
characteristics, conflict, dysfunction, and tensions that exist in senior leadership teams
(Katzenbach, 1998; Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008; Nadler Advisory
Services, 2020). Katzenbach (1998) placed senior leadership groups into the category of
“teams that run things”, and he demonstrated how effective leadership teams were
fundamentally different than “teams that recommend things” or “teams that make or do
things”. Teams at the top, according to Katzenbach (1998), vacillated between the modes
of single leader working groups, individual performers, and “real team” behaviors. The
author defined “real team” behaviors as combined accountability to team results, the
production of collective work products of significant value, and shared leadership roles.
As such, Katzenbach (1998) proposed a Teams at the Top Balanced Leadership
Framework to guide CEOs through the process of integrating the disciplines of single
leader executives and “real team” disciplines (Figure 2).
Figure 2: Katzenbach’s (1998) Teams at the Top Balanced Leadership Framework
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leadership
group
Individual
Performers
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work group

60

Real
Team

Katzenbach (1998) stated that CEOs must become adept at recognizing certain distinct
tradeoffs in time, capability, and capacity to determine what mode of leadership best
served the needs of the organization at any given time. Single leader work groups
performed more efficiently when decisions needed to be made quickly with both clarity
and positional influence (Katzenbach, 1998). On the other hand, senior teams could be
required to work as “real teams” when a mix of skills was required to increase group
performance and leadership capacity (Katzenbach, 1998). According to Katzenbach
(1998), the effective CEO used single leader roles when the knowledge of the leader
exceeded that of the team, and the CEO used “real team roles” when the knowledge of
the team exceeded that of the leader. In short, Katzenbach (1998) urged CEOs to resist
requiring senior teams to always function as “real teams” and to allow executive team
members to balance between single executive modes and teamwork.
Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman Model
In 2008, an executive team framework distinctly different than Katzenbach’s
(1998) framework was proposed by Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, and Hackman. The
scholars communicated that executive teams should always function as “real teams”, but,
unfortunately, most CEOs expected executive teams to function at high levels with little
support, development, and training (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008). In
their Six Conditions for Senior Leadership Effectiveness, Wageman, Nunes, Burrus &
Hackman (2008) maintained that senior leadership teams needed both essential team
components and enabling conditions in the organization to be successful (Figure 3).
Clearly established boundaries, stable membership, and the need for high levels of
interdependence were essential components of senior teams (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss
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& Hackman, 2008). Another essential component was a compelling and challenging
organizational direction clearly communicated by the CEO (Wageman, Nunes, Burrus &
Hackman, 2008). Finally, the selection and retention of the right people with the right
talents, skills, and collaborative natures was considered an essential component of
effective executive teams (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008).
Figure 3: Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman’s (2008) Six Conditions for
Senior Leadership Teams Effectiveness
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Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman (2008) argued that the essential
conditions were the starting point, but effective senior teams also needed conditions
within the organization to enable true teamwork. These “enablers” included the solid
structures of properly designed sizes, tasks, and norms for behavior (Wageman, Nunes,
Burruss & Hackman, 2008). Another enabling condition was a supportive organizational
context to include the necessary provisions of resources and time to be effective
(Wageman, Nunes, Burruss & Hackman, 2008). Finally, enabling conditions for effective
senior teams included coaching from internal or external sources to assist the team and
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guide the team through interventions in times of difficulty (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss &
Hackman, 2008). Enabling conditions, such as those described by Wageman, Nunes,
Burruss, and Hackman (2008), ensured that teams of senior leaders were operating as
“real teams” to promote organizational strength and innovation.
Nadler Advisory Services Model
In their 2020 white paper, Nadler Advisory Services placed the success of
executive team effectiveness squarely within the role and responsibility of the CEO’s
leadership style and capabilities. Nadler Advisory Services (2020) identified six unique
issues often plaguing executive team dynamics and defined corresponding actions CEOs
could take to potentially deal with these unique issues (Figure 4). In their framework, the
authors explained how executive teams often suffered from “bloated membership”, or the
tendency for senior leadership teams to become too large due to individual executives’
desire to be visible to CEOs. To counteract this tendency, the white paper proposed the
need for CEOs to be selective about executive team membership by limiting the team to
four or five creative members (Nadler Advisory Services, 2020). Also, Nadler Advisory
Services (2020) warned CEOs about managing succession dynamics and downplaying
highly visible competition between executives to minimize the blind ambition of lowerlevel senior leaders. Nadler Advisory Services (2020) advised CEOs to confront typically
undiscussable issues, called “Executive Moose”, which included the establishment of
open guidelines for proactively addressing areas of dissent, negotiation, debate, criticism,
and discussions of failure.
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Figure 4: Nadler Advisory Service’s (2020) Framework for Executive Team Effectiveness
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As with other studies, Nadler Advisory Services (2020) acknowledged the threatening
forces of job demands and individualism pulling executive teams apart, and CEOs were
advised to continually reinforce executive team identity through regular formal and
informal meetings and the use of collective rewards. According to Nadler Advisory
Services (2020), a fifth unique issue was the unintentional promotion by the CEO of
ambiguous roles for executive team members, often resulting in passivity. Nadler
Advisory Services (2020) encouraged CEOs to establish clear team processes with their
executive teams regarding various levels of interaction on decision-making, including
specific roles in delegation, consensus, consulting, and times of unilateral authority.
Finally, Nadler Advisory Services (2020) proposed actions CEOs should take to
minimize the tendency of executive team members to put on a show for the CEO. To
prevent these “Dancing Bears”, Nadler Advisory Services (2020) encouraged CEOs to
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use the thoughtful creation of the agenda to leverage meaningful, productive, and valueadded work.
Coaching as an Intervention for Executive Teams
Executive and team coaching as an intervention has become increasingly
prevalent in organizations attempting to improve employee interpersonal skills, executive
teamwork, and systemic change (Bougae, 2005; Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House &
Sandhal, 2011; Hawkins, 2018). Despite growing organizational use, empirical studies on
coaching theory, processes, practices, and outcomes have been significantly limited in the
body of overall research (Mulec & Roth, 2005; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; Woodhead,
2011; Hawkins, Carr & Peters, 2018). Coaching has been defined as a personal encounter
between a coach and an individual being coached to promote self-awareness, individual
character growth, and personal transformation (Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House &
Sandhal, 2011). Similarly, coaching has been defined as the direct intervention of a coach
working with a team of individuals to improve the coordination of resources, task-related
goal-setting, and collective accomplishments (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Coaching
has also been defined as the combination of a coach working with both individuals and
teams of people to grow collective leadership and engage the organization in wholesystem change to impact outcomes for all stakeholders (Hawkins, 2018).
Recent literature on the effect of coaching has included non-theoretical accounts
from coaching practitioners (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Practitioner accounts of
coaching experiences with executive teams have suggested positive effects on team
commitments, relationships, and openness of communication (Gilchrist & Barnes, 2013).
Likewise, coaching has improved the ability of executive teams to engage in more
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constructive conversations centered around better problem-identification, resulting in
better financial returns and sustainability for change efforts (Miller, 2013). Practitioner
accounts have concluded that executive team coaching has increased overall
organizational positivity and productivity (Sandhal, 2013).
Other studies on coaching have explored the processes of developing
interpersonal skills between team members to improve processes and outcomes
(Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Peer-reviewed studies on coaching have concluded that
coaching executive teams increases the psychological safety in a group, and,
consequently, allows team members to be more open to learning behaviors (Edmonson,
1999). Other research studies have found executive team coaching to improve the
collective skills of the group to self-manage (Wageman, 2001), to build trust and stronger
relationships (Bougae, 2005), to engage in problem-solving work outside of areas of
expertise (Mulec & Roth, 2005), and to contribute to the momentum of culture change
within an organization (Anderson, Anderson & Mayo, 2008). Research on coaching
teams of executives has proven to broaden the perspectives of individuals by creating
forums of dialogue to help organizational members to create a sense of belonging, clarify
shared goals, and view work as contributing to a larger system (Woodhead, 2011).
Across the last two decades, theories and models of individual and executive team
coaching have been proposed (Wageman & Hackman, 2005; Mealiea & Baltazar, 2005;
Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House & Sandhal, 2011; Hawkins, 2018). In 2005, Wageman &
Hackman theorized that executive team coaching had a positive effect when coaching
was competent, timely, and delivered during the appropriate circumstance. According to
Wageman & Hackman (2005), all teams, including executive teams, experienced
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different needs at the beginning, middle, and end of a team’s cycle of work. Depending
upon the timing, a coach’s function started with motivating members with a collective
purpose, transitioned to consulting members on strategy in the middle of the process, and
ended with helping team members to reflect and identify new learning to improve
teamwork in the future (Wageman & Hackman, 2005). Wageman & Hackman (2005)
concluded that team design in effect predicated team coaching, and the importance of
team tasks were essential to productive coaching cycles.
In 2011, Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, and Sandhal proposed a Co-Active
Coaching model for individuals. Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, and Sandhal (2011)
approached coaching from the premise of individual growth and self-improvement. The
Co-Active Coaching model asserted “four cornerstones” or assumptions about human
nature to include the ideas that all people are inherently capable, that coaching is an
immersive life experience, that coaching requires flexibility in the moment, and that
coaching evokes deep and personal transformational change as the ultimate goal
(Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, and Sandhal, 2011). To assist individuals to achieve
fulfillment, balance, and change, coaches in the Co-Active model served as change
agents by using the skills of listening, intuition, curiosity, forward thinking, and selfmanagement to help individuals to uncover a higher sense of awareness and purpose
(Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, and Sandhal, 2011).
Another model of coaching was proposed by Hawkins (2018), which he called the
Five Disciplines Model for Systemic Coaching. Hawkins’ (2018) model combined
coaching of both tasks and processes from within the organization and outside of the
organization. Task-oriented coaching inside of the organization included clarifying team
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objectives and roles, while task-oriented coaching outside of the organization involved
the commissioning of teams to understand the impact of their actions on stakeholders
beyond organizational boundaries (Hawkins, 2018). Process-oriented coaching within the
organization included the development of teamwork dynamics to co-create plans and
activities, while process-oriented coaching outside of the organization included
networking and connecting with stakeholder partners representing other interests and
organizations (Hawkins, 2018). The conclusive role of Systemic Coaching included team
maintenance and self-reflection on core learnings based upon experiences both within
and outside of the organization (Hawkins, 2018). Hawkins’s (2018) model synthesized
several coaching models by attending to both individual and group performance while
maintaining a systems-thinking approach to all activities and goals.
Superintendents and Executive Teams
Few studies exist in the body of research on how superintendents form, develop
and lead executive teams (Bravo, 2011; Sevak, 2012; Smith, 2013). Some scholars have
suggested that the lack of studies on superintendents and executive teams is due to a
tendency of researchers to view executive leadership in school districts through an
outdated lens of hierarchical leadership (Bravo, 2011). Increasingly, scholars have
recognized the need for superintendents to rely upon executive teams to share and
distribute leadership to meet the complex political and educational demands of leading
school districts (Watenpaugh, 2007; Higgins, Young, Weiner & Wlodarczyk, 2010;
Kirtman, 2014; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). In
the late 1970s, superintendents began to create executive teams to distribute the roles and
functions of school district leadership (Reynolds, 1979). However, these groups did not
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function as teams because superintendents relied upon largely autonomous authority to
provide information and give directions with little interruption (Reynolds, 1979). As the
demands of the superintendent role have grown substantially over the past four decades,
superintendent positions resemble CEOs of private industry and their leadership styles
have become more democratic, communicative, and team-oriented (Bjork, BrowneFerrigno & Kowalski, 2018).
Starting in the late 1980s, studies have explored the necessary linkage between
district executive teams and school leadership teams to implement successful reform
efforts (Firestone, 1989). The guidance of executive leadership teams has been proven to
play important strategic functions in creating system-wide policy decisions, in growing
the capacity for organizational change, in communicating a common vision, and in
applying the necessary pressure to sustain reform initiatives (Firestone, 1989; Childress,
Elmore & Grossman, 2006). Coherent and systematic executive team leadership in
district offices has been proven by researchers to provide the critical organizational
linkage necessary to build performance-based cultures and strategies for teaching and
learning necessary for reform efforts (Childress, Elmore & Grossman, 2006). Teamwork,
collaborative goal-setting, and system-wide student performance are ensured when school
district office leadership links instructional progress monitoring with the distribution of
timely resources (Marzano & Waters, 2009). The learning cycles of district office teams
have successfully provided models of learning for teams of teachers at schools and for
students in the classroom during reform efforts (McFadden, 2009). Unfortunately,
research also demonstrates how many superintendents and executive teams often lack the
knowledge, skills, and preparation to perform the important strategic functions necessary
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to link district and school-level support (Childress, Elmore & Grossman, 2006). For
example, new superintendents do not usually form, train, or build the leadership capacity
of executive team members in the first 90-180 days of their newly appointed positions
(Watenpaugh, 2007).
Researchers, scholars, and superintendents have begun to prioritize the need for
superintendents to create strong executive leadership teams, to develop the leadership
capacity of executive team members, and to rely upon executive teams to support the
implementation of reform efforts (Worner, 2010; Higgins, Young, Weiner &
Wlodarczyk, 2010; Kirtman, 2014; Kirtman & Fullan, 2016). Superintendent executive
teams can be comprised of only senior leaders such as assistant superintendents and chief
business officers, or they may also include school site principals and other key central
office leaders (Carnes, 1988; Bravo, 2011; Sevak, 2012). Successful superintendent
executive teams have combined leaders with strong task-oriented skills and personfocused proficiencies in participative behavior and collaborative teamwork (Smith,
2013). Superintendents have managed executive teams by creating predictable systems,
specifying roles, establishing transparency by clarifying decision-making processes and
defining collective outcomes, and creating safe environments for disagreement and open
conversation (Bravo, 2011; Sevak, 2012; Edwards, 2019). Effective superintendents have
developed executive team leadership by communicating a clear vision, by using
performance data to create and monitor goals, by providing the team with timely
resources, and by engaging team members in cycles of summative analysis (Hoegh, 2008;
Bravo, 2011; Sevak, 2012; Smith, 2013).
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Superintendents have encountered recurring challenges while leading executive
teams in school districts (Bravo, 2011; Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018).
Executive teams have been found to revert to hierarchical team structures because one or
more members lack commitment to the superintendent’s initiatives (Bravo, 2011). In a
similar way, executive teams have struggled because superintendents have permitted the
self-interests of individual members to challenge and fracture teamwork functions, have
condoned overall group inefficiency, and have lacked the resolve to address
dysfunctional behaviors (Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno & Kowalski, 2018). To counteract
these challenges, superintendents have used interventions to improve both team processes
and individual professionalism (Higgins, Young, Weiner & Wlodarczky, 2010; Kirtman,
2014; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2018; Edwards, 2019). These
interventions have included the superintendent de-emphasizing positional power,
utilizing norms for productive communication, developing listening skills, celebrating
combined accomplishments, and modeling participative and innovative leadership
strategies such as appreciative inquiry and design-thinking (Smith, 2013; Edwards, 2019,
Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2018).
Coaching and mentorship have been widely used by effective superintendents to
grow leadership responsibilities, team processes, and collaborative functions with their
executive teams (Hoegh, 2008; Worner, 2010; Higgins, Young, Weiner & Wlodarczyk,
2010; Bravo, 2011; Kirtman, 2014; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). Some researchers have
argued the importance of superintendents coaching team processes over individual
leadership development (Higgins, Young, Weiner & Wlodarczyk, 2010), while other
scholars have advocated for the combination of improved team processes and the
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development of increased relational skills and personal leadership qualities (Kirtman,
2014; Edwards, 2019). To grow leadership capacity, superintendents have used the
combination of leadership self-assessments, individualized leadership development plans,
and cycles of coaching with executive team members (Kirtman, 2014). Popular
leadership and team assessments include the Team Diagnostic Survey (Wageman,
Hackman & Lehman, 2005), the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator Instrument (Myers,
McCaulley, Quenk, Hammer & Mitchell, 2009), and the Workplace Personality
Inventory (NCS Pearson, 2007). Resulting from the validated studies of these assessment
tools, researchers have developed school leadership frameworks, such as Kirtman’s
(2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership, that superintendents have used with
executive teams as guides to improve team processes and individual leadership capacity
(Fullan & Kirtman, 2019).
Theoretical Framework
In Leadership and Teams: The Missing Piece of the Educational Reform Puzzle,
Kirtman (2014) introduced his leadership framework, the Seven Competencies for School
Leadership. In this research, Kirtman (2014) heightened awareness of the lack of
leadership capacity and the underdevelopment of executive teaming in school districts.
Kirtman’s framework was based on a quantitative study of 600 educational leaders who
completed four leadership inventory assessments (Kirtman, 2014). Kirtman concluded
that leaders of whole-system, sustainable change consistently demonstrated seven
leadership behaviors. The theoretical framework of Kirtman’s Seven Competencies for
School Leadership includes: challenge the status quo, grow trust through clear
communication and expectations, create a commonly owned plan for success, focus on
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the team over themselves, create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable
results in improving student achievement, commit to continuous improvement, and
develop external networks and partnerships.
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership
In the new paradigm of sustainable change, the ability of superintendents and
other school leaders to increase the capacity of individuals to work in teams is considered
to be vitally important (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo & Hargreaves, 2015). Teaming is
necessary in coherent organizations because collective commitments to a shared vision,
high-level problem-solving, and internal accountability require collaborative and trusting
cultures (Jones & Bearley, 2001; Lencioni, 2002; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Sustainable
change in public schools requires growth in the professional development of individuals
within the organization and an increase in the ability of those individuals to make quality
decisions (Fullan, Rincon-Gallardo, and Hargreaves, 2015). At all levels of the school
system, including executive teams, leaders should work directly with others to build
leadership capacity (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Lyle Kirtman’s Seven Competencies for
School Leadership (Table 6) identified an effective framework for leadership
development (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Table 6: Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership
Challenges the status quo
Builds trust through clear communication and expectations
Creates a commonly owned plan for success
Focuses on team over self
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results in improving student
achievement
Has a commitment to continuous improvement for self and organization
Builds external networks and partnerships
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Kirtman’s framework was based upon a quantitative study of 600 educational
leaders who completed four leadership inventory assessments (Kirtman, 2014). Kirtman
(2014) concluded that successful public school superintendents who acted as leaders of
whole-system, sustainable change consistently demonstrated seven leadership behaviors.
According to Kirtman, effective superintendents were willing to challenge policies and
initiatives that diverted attention from the organization’s central purpose (Kirtman &
Fullan, 2016). Effective superintendents were strong communicators who used trust to
create a culture of teamwork at multiple levels of the organization (Kirtman & Fullan,
2016). According to Kirtman (2014), effective superintendents focused on building
leadership capacity at all levels, which encouraged mutual commitment to commonly
developed goals and system-wide urgency for student achievement.
Challenges the status quo. Kirtman’s (2014) school leadership framework
postulated the theory that effective leaders showed the courage to take risks and
challenge commonly held organizational beliefs, practices, and traditions. According to
Kirtman (2014), school districts were often mired in bureaucratic processes, preventing
new, innovative, and creative systems from being implemented to improve results. The
effective superintendent not only identified these barriers, but also motivated other
leaders in the organization to challenge the current paradigms to pursue greater success
for students (Kirtman, 2014). Other scholars have supported the necessity of leaders
promoting creative enterprises and challenging the status quo within organizations
(Drucker, 1985; Gardner, 2008; Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris; Heath, 2020). Drucker
(1985) explained how both private and public enterprises needed to adopt a systematic
approach to innovation by embedding routine practices of creativity and entrepreneurship
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into organizational culture. Gardner (2008) stated that it was imperative for leaders to set
the tone for creativity within organizations by modeling how to engage in habits and
disciplines of innovation. Effective leaders in schools have been proven to promote
counterintuitive solutions to common problems that have even risked creating doubt and
possible derision among organizational members (Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris, 2014).
Heath (2020) supported Kirtman’s concept when he suggested in his work that taking a
proactive approach to solving problems required leaders who were willing to challenge
organizational members to consider both intentional and unintentional outcomes of
traditional systems.
Builds trust through clear communication and expectations. Another
fundamental aspect of Kirtman’s (2014) school leadership framework included the
building of trust throughout a school district, as evidenced in a superintendent’s ability to
effectively communicate the organization’s vision and expected outcomes for success.
Effective school leaders were honest with direct reports, did not shy away from conflict,
and communicated with consistency and predictability to motivate better performance in
others (Kirtman, 2014). Other scholars on leadership have substantiated this connection
between trust-building, clear communication, and a leader’s role in promoting a culture
of positive expectations (Kowalski, 2000; Lencioni, 2002; Kouzes & Posner, 2006).
Truthful and honest communication has been identified as the most important condition
of establishing strong professional relationships between leaders and followers (Kouzes
& Posner, 2006). The work of leadership clarity was present in Lencioni’s (2002) work
when he stated that trust-building necessitated the leader being both vulnerable and direct
with followers to avoid developing pervasive fear within an organization, ultimately
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leading to avoidance of accountability and disregard for poor results. After studying
trends in communication, Kowalski (2000) concluded that changing culture in
educational organizations was directly proportional to the ability of school leaders to
model strategies of communication such as the use of active listening skills, correctly
reading nonverbal cues, developing creditability by following through on commitments,
and connecting behaviors to desired cultural outcomes.
Creates a commonly owned plan for success. Kirtman (2014) communicated
how school superintendents and other leaders played a pivotal role in writing, monitoring,
and adjusting successful plans to ensure strong performance results. Although school
leaders were encouraged to include stakeholder input on implementing the organization’s
plan for success, Kirtman (2014) maintained the importance of a district’s plan being
efficiently designed, guided by clear measurements for growth, and possessing the
flexibility to course-correct when necessary. The need for school leaders to develop
succinct and tightly monitored organizational plans for student success has been welldocumented in the research literature of other scholars (Childress, Elmore & Grossman,
2006; Marzano & Waters, 2009; McFadden, 2009). Coherent school organizations have
been largely dependent upon school leaders acting strategically to create district-wide
plans for both teaching and learning and promoting integrated cultures driven by student
performance and results (Childress, Elmore & Grossman, 2006). McFadden (2009)
studied successful school districts and concluded that cycles of student learning were
directly linked to cycles of organizational learning where district leaders created systemwide plans tied directly to organizational beliefs and monitored regularly using clearly
established benchmarks for progress. Substantiating Kirman’s (2014) claims, the findings
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of Marzano and Waters (2009) statistically proved how leadership at the district level
affected positive student performance when nonnegotiable plans were combined with a
system-wide focus on improving pedagogical practices in classrooms linked to the use of
common progress-monitoring tools.
Focuses on team over self. Kirtman’s (2014) school leadership framework
strongly advocated for superintendents to build strong teams and to focus hiring efforts
on attracting and retaining the most highly qualified individuals. According to Kirtman
(2014), effective superintendents have accepted their role as coaches and mentors for
executive team members. Superintendents were advised to actively engage in building
leadership capacity and empowering decision-making in others as prerequisites for
coherent educational organizations (Kirtman, 2014). Decades of scholarship have verified
the necessity for leaders to develop cultures of teamwork and shared decision-making
among other organizational leaders (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Wageman, Nunes, Burruss
& Hackman, 2008; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Harvey and Drolet (2005) argued that
developing a culture of teamwork empowered individuals to become increasingly
intrapreneurial, promote positivity, and grow problem-solving capacity for the entire
organization. Studies conducted by Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, and Hackman (2008)
verified Kirtman’s (2014) conclusions and proved how strong leaders selected the right
senior team members, gave team members clear working parameters, and then focused on
creating the conditions for team success. In studies of effective school districts, Fullan &
Quinn (2016) highlighted the pervasiveness of teamwork and leadership capacity as
fundamental drivers for creating coherent systems of change at all levels of successful
educational organizations.
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Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results. According to
Kirtman (2014), highly effective superintendents have a high sense of urgency to change
organizational outcomes and to improve student performance. Also, Kirtman’s (2014)
school leadership framework argued the purposeful influence superintendents had on
creating a sense of urgency in other leaders to pursue sustainable results for student
achievement. Scholars have continually discussed the primary responsibility of leaders to
create, maintain, and sustain a sense of urgency for organizational improvement
(Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson, 2010; Kotter, 2012; Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris,
2014). Supporting Kirtman’s claims, researchers have argued the significance of a
leader’s ability to elevate an organization’s continual recognition, acceptance and
responsiveness to internal and external drivers of change to level of urgency (Anderson &
Ackerman-Anderson, 2010). Kotter (2008) contended that a leader’s primary
responsibility was to counteract the natural tendency for an organization to become
complacent by raising individual and collective standards, increasing organizational
transparency, encouraging tough conversations to force higher scrutiny, and using crises
as springboards to push thinking into new directions. Validating Kirman’s (2014) theories
on urgency, Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014) acknowledged an organization’s natural
gravitation toward complacency and argued the importance of a leader’s role to build
sustainability by connecting future goals to traditional values, ensuring manageable rates
of growth, and linking short-term gains to long-term goals.
Has a commitment to continuous improvement for self and the organization.
According to Kirtman’s (2014) school leadership framework, effective superintendents
and other school leaders have the capabilities to manage themselves and reflect upon

78

their work as leaders in the organization. High-performing superintendents, according to
Kirtman (2014), have consistently demonstrated the skill to scan internal and external
environments to gather information from multiple sources to make informed decisions
about the future actions and direction of the school district (Kirtman, 2014). As argued by
Kirtman (2014), effective superintendents continually improved their personal and
professional leadership skills through a commitment to study relevant literature and to
participate in pertinent training. Scholars in the field of leadership have upheld the
necessity for organizational leaders to embark on continual self-development to further
personal practice (Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Gardner, 2008; Maxwell, 2018). The process
of becoming a great leader has been found to begin with self-examination, selfconfidence, and understanding personal vision and beliefs (Kouzes & Posner, 2006).
Gardner (2008) argued that the leadership mind of the future must begin with the
development of self-discipline, which, in turn, allows for creativity of thought, the
synthesis of information, and an ethical approach to decision-making. As suggested by
Kirtman (2014), Maxwell (2018) stated that an individual’s capacity to lead was directly
connected to the same individual’s ability to grow, and self-growth leads to increased
hope, inevitable change, and joy from true accomplishment.
Builds external networks and partnerships. Lastly, Kirtman (2014) maintained
the importance of effective school leaders having the ability to network and partner with
people and organizations particularly external to the school district. Effective
superintendents, Kirtman (2014) found, were more often extroverted, engaged multiple
stakeholders, and established contacts to secure tangible and intangible resources for the
betterment of the organization. Researchers and scholars have proven the significance of
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school leaders establishing and utilizing external networks to garner resources and
improve student performance (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris,
2014; Rincon-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016). Harvey and Drolet (2005) explained the
importance of leaders sending teams to network with similar organizations to gain
knowledge, broaden perspective, and increase understanding about complex issues.
Research conducted by Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014) proved how highly
successful organizations combined collaboration with competitors to improve the social
and motivational value of employees. Literature reviews and analysis of network case
studies conducted by Rincon-Gallardo and Fullan (2016) found that reform efforts were
largely unsuccessful from top-down and from bottom-up, and school improvement
occurred when networks of team leaders combined efforts with both site-level educators
and outside partnerships with private organizations.
Research Gap
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership have been
reflective of conclusions made by seminal authors and researchers over the past 40 years
in leadership development and whole-system educational change. The Seven
Competencies for School Leadership have been used by Kirtman (2014) for over 30 years
with over 300 school districts and more than 1,000 leaders in education. Kirtman’s
(2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership were highlighted by Fullan and Quinn
(2016) as the one leadership development framework most in alignment with their
Coherence Framework. Despite this evidence, a research gap existed because Kirtman’s
(2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership had never been researched for its
effectiveness in growing executive team leadership to achieve whole-system change.
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Research was needed to determine how superintendents were using Kirtman’s (2014)
Framework to grow professional capital in their organizations, develop executive team
leadership, and create sustainable change to impact student learning.
This study focused on exemplary superintendents and their executive teams. The
purpose of this qualitative case study was to describe how exemplary superintendents
built leadership capacity with their executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies for School Leadership. This qualitative study was the first to identify
specific themes about how this new leadership framework was being used by
superintendents to grow leadership in the members of their executive teams.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This qualitative, multiple case study researched how exemplary public school
superintendents build leadership capacity with members of their executive teams using
Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. Research methods
are broad and varied (Patton, 2015), but every research study is rooted in the empirical
approach to gather knowledge through the process of observation (Patten, 2014). The
methodology chosen by a researcher provides context for the study (Patton, 2015). The
contents of Chapter III provide the context for this research study and explain why
particular methodological decisions were made. Chapter III reviews the underlying
purpose of this multiple case study, the research questions, the research design, the
sample population, the instrumentation, tests of validity, the data collection process, data
analysis procedures, and limitations to the study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using the
Seven Competencies for School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014): challenge the status quo,
grow trust through clear communication and expectations, create a commonly owned
plan for success, focus on the team over self, create a high sense of urgency for change
and sustainable results in improving student achievement, commit to continuous
improvement, and develop external networks and partnerships.
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Research Questions
1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to challenge the status quo?
2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a commonly owned plan for success?
4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to focus on the team over themselves?
5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results?
6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to build external partnerships and networks?
Research Design
The design of this study was a qualitative, descriptive multiple case study. A
research design is the plan a researcher uses to collect data to answer research questions
defined by the study (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).
The research design details what type of research will be conducted and why this type of
research is the best process for collecting empirical evidence about the study subject. The
strength of design for a research study directly impacts the significance and
generalizability of conclusions based upon findings (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014).
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The following sections explain why a qualitative, descriptive, multiple case study design
was strongly aligned to the purpose of this research study.
Qualitative Study
Qualitative research methods are appropriate to describe how systems work,
explain how people process phenomena, tell stories of participant experiences, or bring
attention to previously unstudied areas (Patton, 2015; Patten, 2014). Qualitative studies
are an inductive approach to research, and qualitative researchers construct meaning
through a continued process of observation and interaction with the subjects of study
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In a different approach, quantitative researchers deduct
meaning by proving or disproving a testable hypothesis resulting from statistical analysis
of highly controlled variables (Patten, 2014). Qualitative research often precedes
quantitative research in an area of study because qualitative findings are usually the first
detailed insight into a newly explored subject or phenomenon (Edmondson & McManus,
2007; Patten, 2014). Qualitative research is an immersive process, and the qualitative
researcher may employ note-taking, conduct interviews, make direct observations, and
collect artifacts to accurately portray the events, experiences, and firsthand accounts of
researched subjects (Patton, 2014). In this process, the findings and subsequent theory
development in qualitative research are grounded in the observations made by the
researcher through interactions with the subjects of study (Edmondson & McManus,
2007; Patten, 2014).
Qualitative research requires significant devotion of time to the collection of data,
and, for this reason, qualitative research designs rely on smaller sample sizes (Patten,
2014). Qualitative samples are regularly selected through purposive sampling techniques
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because the subjects of study are determined to be uniquely qualified to provide insight
into the topic of research (Patten, 2014). Although qualitative findings are not statistically
generalizable, scholars acknowledge how qualitative findings are analytical in nature and
are used to inform further research and to base recommendations upon identified patterns
and trends (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Patton, 2014). Analytic generalizations from
qualitative findings provide detailed and descriptive information about how and why
researched subjects experienced a phenomenon within a particular context (Gephart,
2004; Yin, 2018).
The primary focus of this research study was to describe how a small sample of
exemplary public school superintendents build leadership capacity with members of their
executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies of School Leadership as a
lens for leadership. This research study was designed to deeply explore and chronicle the
experiences of exemplary superintendents and to document the specific activities,
communications, strategies and behaviors each superintendent used to grow leadership in
their executive team members. Interviews and artifact collection were the primary
instruments used in this study. Prior to this study, the researcher could find no previous
research that had been conducted to specifically describe how public school
superintendents implemented Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework to build leadership
capacity with their executive teams. Therefore, the findings of this study are new and
provide the first immersive and detailed insight into a previously unstudied phenomenon.
For these reasons, a qualitative research design was determined to be the appropriate
method for this study.
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Case Study
The case study is a form of qualitative research designed to tell the specific story
of one particular individual, organization, or group (Patton, 2015). The goal of a case
study is to be extensive in nature, to be detailed, and to thoroughly examine the case over
a period of time (Patten, 2014). Robert K. Yin (2018), widely considered to be an expert
of case study research, defines case studies as “in-depth investigation into a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-world context” (Yin, 2018, pp. 14). Likewise,
Yin (2018) describes case studies as “all-encompassing modes of inquiry” (Yin, 2018,
pp. 15), requiring the triangulated collection of sources to create an analytical theory
based upon “lessons learned” (Yin, 2018, pp. 38). According to Yin (2018), the goal of
case study research is to provide a thorough examination into one particular subject by
gathering detailed insights to inform further study with other similar subjects. Therefore,
case study findings can form the basis of theory development or descriptions about how
or why a phenomenon occurs within a certain context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2008).
As with other methods of quantitative and qualitative research, case studies can be
exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory in design (Yin, 2018). Exploratory case studies
are intended to investigate curious phenomena, descriptive case studies provide greater
examination into the detail of a new phenomenon, and explanatory case studies provide
causal explanations for observed phenomena (Yin, 2018). Case study findings are not
intended to be statistically generalizable to larger populations. Rather, case study findings
make analytic generalizations about specific cases of study to inform further research or
provide the basis for future theory development (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin,
2018). Case study design can vary in purpose and scope, but the method demands the
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same depth of observation, record collection, and thorough interview process to be an
immersive research experience.
Multiple-case study research designs are increasingly used by scholars in
contemporary inquiry because their findings are deemed to be more reliable and valid
(Yin, 2018). Single-case studies have been scrutinized for introducing subjectivity into
findings and for failures to limit researcher bias (Yin, 2018). A multiple-case study
includes the study of more than one case related to the same topic, and multiple-case
studies are regarded as having stronger evidence, increased reliability, and the capacity to
produce more generalizable results (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Gustafsson, 2017). In
multiple-case study designs, replication of the data collection process is an important
factor to increase the reliability of the research design and the validity of findings
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018).
A primary focus of this research study was to provide in-depth, detailed, and
immersive descriptions of how exemplary superintendents used Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies of School Leadership to build leadership capacity in their executive teams.
The goal and purpose of this research study was to uncover insights into their patterns of
behavior to inform other school leaders on how to build leadership capacity with
executive teams in their organizations. A small sample of exemplary superintendents
were the subject of study to increase the reliability of the research design and the validity
of the findings. Data collection included interviewing and collecting artifacts from the
superintendents as the primary subjects of study. Qualitative research is enriched by the
inclusion of thorough narrative descriptions, participant viewpoint and sensitivity of
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context (Patton, 2015). For this reason, a qualitative, descriptive, holistic multiple case
study was the most appropriate design for this research.
Population
Researchers identify a population as the group of focus for a research study, and
populations have defining characteristics distinguishing them from other groups of study
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The general population for this research study was
public school superintendents throughout the United States. A public school
superintendent is the leader of a local educational agency who is hired by an elected
board of directors to serve as the chief executive officer (Tooker, 2019). Public school
superintendents are instructional and visionary leaders who use collaborative processes to
create and monitor academic goals for student achievement, manage the business
operations of a school district, leverage political acumen with school boards and parents
to engage the community, advocate for social justice by providing equitable educational
access, communicate effectively in an information-based society, and lead coherent
reform efforts by developing leadership capacity throughout the organization (Reeves,
2004; Marzano & Waters, 2009; Worner, 2010; Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno,
2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Tooker, 2019).
In 2018, the National Center for Education Statistics identified approximately
14,000 public school districts in the United States. However, according to the American
Association of School Superintendents (2020), no exact number of public school
superintendents currently exists. Despite the lack of specific numbers of public school
superintendents, an assumption can be made that approximately 14,000 superintendents
currently work in these school districts nationally (Tooker, 2019). For the purpose of this
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study, it was determined this population was too large in number to conduct valuable
research. Likewise, the focus of this multiple case study on how superintendents
specifically implemented Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework necessitated the
narrowing of the general population of the study to a target population. As a result, the
general population of superintendents in the United States was reduced to the target
population of public school superintendents in the United States who directly consulted
with Lyle Kirtman to implement the Seven Competencies for School Leadership with
their executive teams.
Target Population
A smaller representation of a larger group from which the sample of subjects of
the study will be identified is the target population. Identifying a target population limits
the scope of a study as a result from delimitations due to time, expense, geography, or
other prohibitive factors rendering study of the entire population impracticable
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2014). To narrow the population further, the
researcher defined the target population to be those public school superintendents who
had worked with the author of the research framework regarding the use of the Seven
Competencies for School Leadership. The researcher identified this target population to
be approximately 500 public school superintendents. These public school superintendents
range geographically throughout 15 states including Massachusetts, Maine, New York,
Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, Vermont, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Illinois,
North Carolina, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, and California. Likewise, these
superintendents have worked as leaders in school districts that range in student
populations from 800 students to 57,000 students.
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Due to the nature of the research, the target population for this study was
delimited to only public school superintendents who directly consulted with Lyle
Kirtman. This delimitation was necessary as superintendents working directly with Lyle
Kirtman were likely to have implemented the Seven Competencies for School Leaders
with their executive teams. This narrowing was also critical to ensure the purpose and
research questions within this multiple case study were able to be adequately addressed.
The researcher directly contacted Mr. Lyle Kirtman and Dr. Michael Fullan to secure a
list of public superintendents in the target population.
Sample
The participants of a research study are selected as a sample from the intended
generalizable population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). The sample is a
group of individuals sharing similar characteristics and experiences who are reflective of
the larger population being studied (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2015). Data collected from
participants in a sample are used to inform findings and to establish conclusions
generalizable to the larger population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In multiple case
studies, samples are usually not created through random selection, but participants are
chosen based upon specific criteria identified by the researcher (Yin, 2018).
The sample for this multiple case study was selected from the target population of
over 500 public school superintendents in the United States who directly consulted with
Lyle Kirtman to implement the Seven Competencies of School Leadership since 1984.
Purposeful criterion sampling was used to identify a population of exemplary
superintendents for the study (Figure 5). Purposeful sampling is one type of
nonprobability sampling used by researchers to select participants based upon certain
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characteristics important to the study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In some forms of
purposeful sampling, specific criteria are identified to be used in the selection process of
participants (Patten, 2014). Purposeful sampling in case study research is not intended to
reflect all the characteristics of the general population from which specific cases were
drawn (Yin, 2018). Participants in this multiple case study included five public school
superintendents in the United States who met the stated criteria for excellence. To be
considered exemplary, each superintendent demonstrated all the following criteria:
•

Has directly consulted with Lyle Kirtman (2014) to implement the Seven
Competencies for School Leaders.

•

Is identified as exemplary by a panel of experts who have knowledge of the work
of the superintendent using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School
Leadership to develop executive teams.

•

Has, at a minimum, three years of experience as a superintendent in his or her
current school district.

Figure 5: Funnel for Sample of Superintendent Population

Population: US Superintendents/CA Superintendents

14,000 US Supts

Target Population: Consulted with Kirtman

Over 500 US
superintendents
who directly
consulted with Lyle
Kirtman (2014)
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Sample Population: 7
Exemplary Superintendents

7 exemplary US
superintendents
selected by an expert
panel

The researcher, with support from the research advisor, invited two experts to
participate on the panel to assist in the selection of the sample for the multiple case study.
The two experts were invited to provide input on sample selection because of each
individual’s present influence as practitioners of educational research, the direct work
each expert has conducted with school leaders in public school districts, and their
familiarity with Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Key Competencies for School Leadership.
Each member of the expert panel had accomplishments as published authors, were
associated with a university of higher learning or an educational organization and
participated as a guest lecturer or consultant. The expertise of each panelist is shared in
Table 7.
Table 7: Expert Panel Accomplishments
Expert
University or
Organizational
Affiliation
Dr. Michael Fullan Former Dean of the
Ontario Institute for
Studies in
Education and
Professor Emeritus
of the University of
Toronto

Mr. Lyle Kirtman

CEO of Future
Management
Systems Inc.

Published Works

Awards and Other
Achievements

Leading in a
Culture of Change
(2002);
Breakthrough
(2006); Professional
Capital (2015);
Coherence: Putting
the Right Drivers in
Action (2016).
Leadership and
Teams: The Missing
Piece of the
Educational Reform
Puzzle (2014);
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Sample Subject Selection Process
Two experts were invited to participate in the identification of potential subjects
for the multiple case study. Experts were comprised of published scholars in the field of
education, practitioners of school reform, and consultants in leadership development with
particular expertise and knowledge of the theoretical framework for this study. The
following sample subject selection process was used to narrow the target population and
arrive at the sample:
1. With the research advisor’s support, the researcher emailed each expert to formally
invite them to participate in the sample subject selection process (Appendix B).
2. At the time of the invitation to participate, the researcher provided each expert on the
panel with a statement on the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the list of
selection criteria for exemplary superintendents.
3. Each expert was asked to nominate up to 10 names of public school superintendents
currently working in the United States. Experts were also asked to nominate
superintendents who, to their knowledge, had experience implementing the use of
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership to build leadership capacity
with their executive teams.
4. When the researcher received nominations from each expert panel member, the names
of nominated superintendents were placed on a list. Superintendents unanimously
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referred by both experts were automatically selected to receive invitations to participate
in the study.
5. After formal approval from Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board to
begin the study (Appendix A), selected superintendents were invited through an
introductory email to participate in the multiple case study (Appendix C). At the time of
the invitation, the researcher provided each superintendent with the purpose of the study,
the research questions, the process for data collection, and Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies of School Leadership framework. Each invitee was also provided
information about guarantees of anonymity and confidentiality.
6. In the introductory email, each participating superintendent was provided with
Brandman University’s Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D) and an
Informed Consent form (Appendix E).
7. The researcher scheduled a 60-minute online interview with each participating
superintendent and provided them with a Zoom link. At the beginning of the interview,
each superintendent verbally agreed to receipt of the Informed Consent form, to receipt of
the video/audio recording release (Appendix F), and to receipt of the list of semistructured interview questions (Appendix G). The researcher utilized an interview script
titled the Leadership Competency Protocol (Appendix G), which was read during the
interview and provided an introduction to the researcher, a background connecting
research to the study, and ground rules for the interview process as well as including the
interview questions and prompts.
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Instrumentation
The instruments or measures in a qualitative study are the tools the researcher
uses to collect data to address the purpose and questions of the research (Patten, 2014).
Strong instrument design limits bias in research, provides consistent access to the reliable
collection of data, and increases the probability that findings are both valid and reliable.
To increase validity, case studies triangulate findings by using multiple instruments as
sources of data collection, which could include interviews, observations, and the
collection of artifacts (Noor, 2008). For the purpose of this study, semi-structured
interviews and artifact collection were used to triangulate data and to validate findings.
Interviews
The type of interview used by a researcher is dependent upon the design of the
study, the context and nature of the information to be gathered, and the overall purpose of
the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). All qualitative studies use in-depth
questioning during interviews to allow respondents to answer open-ended questions
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In-depth questioning can include a casual conversation
with limited or no structure imposed by the researcher, a semi-structured approach to
questioning allowing the use of probing questions while still requiring a sequential
interview process, or a standardized interview that allows the research little flexibility in
delivering questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For the purpose of this study, the
researcher used semi-structured interview questions. Each interviewee was given the
same questions in the same sequence. However, the researcher was allowed the use of
probing questions within the context of the conversation with each subject to increase the
quality and depth of responses.
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In case study methodology, interviews are often used as a primary instrument to
collect information because they allow study subjects to address the concept of how a
phenomenon occurred (Yin, 2018). Interviews allow the researcher to gather rich, vivid,
firsthand information from the subjects of a study. Case study interviews can be
prolonged, lasting two or more hours; shorter, lasting one hour; or conducted in survey
form (Yin, 2018).
The interview questions in this multiple-case study were included in a researcher
script called the Leadership Competency Protocol. The interview questions were
designed using Kirtman’s (2019) Seven Competencies for School Leadership and related
subskills. Each question in the interview protocol drew direct connection and verbiage
from each component of Kirtman’s (2019) leadership framework, as shared in Table 8.
Table 8: Kirtman’s (2019) Seven Competencies for School Leadership with Subskills
Competency for School
Subskills
Leadership
Challenges the status quo
-Challenges common practices and traditions if they
are blocking improvements
-Is willing to take risks
-Delegates compliance tasks to other staff
-Does not let rules and regulations block results and
slow down progress
-Focuses on innovation to get results
Builds trust through clear
-Is direct and honest about performance
communication and
expectations
expectations
-Follows through with actions on all commitments
-Makes sure there is a clear understanding based on
written and verbal communications
-Is comfortable dealing with conflict
Creates a commonly owned
-Ensures that people buy into the plan
plan for success
-Creates written plans with input of stakeholders
-Develops clear measurement for each goal in the
plan
-Monitors implementation of the plan
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Focuses on team over self

Has a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results

Is committed to continuous
improvement of self and the
organization

Builds external
networks/partnerships

-Adjusts the plan based on new data and
communicates changes clearly
-Creates short- and long-term plans
-Seeks critical feedback
-Supports the professional development of all staff
-Commits to the ongoing development of a highperformance leadership team
-Creates a team environment
-Empowers staff to make decisions and get results
-Hires the best people for the team
-Is able to move initiatives ahead quickly
-Can be very decisive
-Uses instructional data to support needed change
-Builds systemic strategies to ensure sustainability
of change
-Sets a clear direction for the organization
-Is able to deal with and manage change effectively
-Has a high sense of curiosity for new ways to get
results
-Is willing to change current practices for
themselves
-Listens to all team members to change practices to
obtain results
-Takes responsibility for their actions (no excuses)
-Has strong self-management and self-reflection
skills
-Uses technology to expand and manage a network
of resources and people
-Understands their role as being a part of a variety
of external networks for change and improvement
-Sees their role as a leader in a broad-based manner
outside the work environment and community walls
-Has a strong ability to engage people inside and
outside in two-way partnerships

For each interview, the researcher began the process by reviewing the purpose of the
research study and ensuring informed consent and acknowledgement of the Brandman
University Bill of Rights with each interviewee. After, each interviewee was reminded
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that they could refer to the Seven Competencies that were provided by email. Then, the
researcher used the Leadership Competency Protocol to ask the semi-structured
questions, and, when necessary, the researcher used probing questions to help each
interviewee to provide further detail to a response. Also, each interview was audio
recorded and transcribed using the Rev application and an Android device.
Artifacts
Artifact collection is often used to triangulate findings through a process of
corroboration with findings collected from other instruments in a study. Artifact
collection can include documents, emails, archival records, photographs, and physical or
cultural items (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Yin, 2018). Researchers must understand
the potential for bias and the possibility of inaccuracy in the artifacts collected because
they are gathered outside of the purpose for which they were originally intended (Yin,
2018). For the purpose of this study, the researcher asked each superintendent to provide
artifacts they believed were examples of how leadership capacity was built with their
executive team members using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School
Leadership. Each superintendent was given Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework as a
guide for choosing artifacts to submit to the researcher. Also, the researcher scanned
digital content such as district websites, video recordings of school board meetings, and
other online content to procure artifacts for this study.
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study
Qualitative researchers embrace the unique responsibility of becoming immersed
within the setting of a research study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). As such,
qualitative researchers become the primary instrument to gather data about a
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phenomenon as it is experienced within a certain context. The qualitative researcher
approaches this process with the underlying assumption that the participants in the study
are the experts within the context of their reality (Mehra, 2002). Operating under this
assumption, the qualitative researcher systematically undergoes a process of continuous
self-reflection to minimize personal bias and eliminate potential ethical dilemmas that
can influence the reliability and accuracy of the results. Patton (2015) calls this
perspective empathetic neutrality. It is a conscious decision on the part of the researcher
to put oneself in another person’s shoes by building authentic relationships that reserve
judgement and deter speculation. The researcher was an elementary principal in an
elementary school district with 12 years of experience at the time of this study. His
resume included 27 years in the field of education in a variety of roles, from classroom
teacher to assistant principal to school site principal. Having experience within the field
of education may contribute to potential bias during the data collection process. A variety
of processes are used to protect against potential bias, including the universal use of the
Leadership Competency Protocol script for all interviews, a field test of the protocol
including the use of a qualified observer and feedback from a field test participant, and a
peer in the doctorate program who analyzed at least one interview transcript generated to
validate the themes and codes of the researcher.
Field-Testing
To conduct bias-free interviews, the qualitative researcher should undergo a
systematic process to develop an interview protocol (Patten, 2014). One method to
develop a bias-free process for data collection is to test terminology and assumptions
through a pilot study process. By conducting a pilot study, the qualitative interviewer
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tests possible interview questions on individuals similar to intended participants, but not
directly associated with the study (Chenail, 2011). The researcher interviewed a public
school superintendent working in a district with a student enrollment of 6,588 students
who met the criteria for the study. The pilot superintendent did not participate in the
formal case study. The pilot superintendent was given the Brandman University Bill of
Rights, participated after signing a consent form, gave authorization for the interview to
be recorded and transcribed, and was provided the interview questions and read the
Leadership Competency Protocol as the interview began. The researcher also enlisted a
recent Brandman University doctoral-level researcher to act as an observer and provide
feedback (Observer Feedback Form) on the researcher’s interview technique as well as
interview content feedback (Appendix I). The researcher conducted a short follow-up
with the pilot superintendent, utilizing a Feedback Form to determine the
superintendent’s impressions of the interview process and to provide input needed for
clarity of the interview questions (Appendix H). The researcher used a journal to record
ideas, conducted a self-reflection, and made necessary corrections to the measures to
increase the validity of the process, to ensure the reliability of the interview instrument,
and to reduce the encroachment of researcher bias (Ortlipp, 2008).
Validity
Validity in a research study refers to the degree to which the findings are
representative of truth (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Strong construct validity of a
research study is commensurate with the degree to which the data collected is an accurate
portrayal of reality. Construct validity is difficult to manage in multiple case studies
because interviewee responses are both subject to the one being interviewed and the
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researcher conducting the interview (Yin, 2018). To improve the construct validity of this
multiple case study, the researcher used multiple sources of evidence to corroborate what
was uncovered during the interview process. Likewise, interviewees were given copies of
Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework’s terms and definitions prior to the interview to
establish a common language about the topic, and transcribed interviews were shared
with the interviewees to verify the accuracy of what was said and recorded.
Internal validity measures to what extent the findings in a qualitative research
study are reflective of answering the intended research questions. Internal validity in this
multiple case study was established using case-based, cross-case analysis (Yin, 2018). In
case-based, cross-case analysis, the researcher begins data analysis by first looking for
patterns within each case of study (Eisenhardt, 1989). Once within-case patterns have
been identified, the researcher then looks across cases to determine whether an overall
synthesis of patterns can be identified (Eisenhardt, 1989). Case-based, cross-case analysis
ensures the approach to data analysis is inductive and grounded in theory (Eisenhardt,
1989).
External validity measures to what extent the findings of a research study are
generalizable to larger populations (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). First, external
validity in a multiple case study is strengthened by the methods used to select a sample
for the study. In this multiple case study, established criteria and an expert panel were
used to aid the researcher in the selection process of case study participants. In multiple
case studies, external reliability is also strengthened using a replication logic throughout
the data collection process (Yin, 2018). In this multiple case study, strict attention was
paid to the replicative use of the Leadership Competency Protocol.
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Reliability
Reliability is determined by whether a measure or instrument used in data
collection collects information consistently and accurately (Patten, 2014). To improve the
reliability of the instrumentation in this multiple case study, the researcher created the
Leadership Competency Protocol to establish a consistent routine of data collection with
the participants of the study. Additionally, the researcher field-tested the Leadership
Competency Protocol with a superintendent representative of the study sample but not
directly associated with the study. The researcher used the results of the field test to make
changes to the Leadership Competency Protocol to improve reliability. Lastly, the
researcher utilized a peer in the doctorate program who analyzed one interview transcript
generated to validate the themes and codes of the researcher and ensured that the
outcomes received a standard of 80% agreement on interpretation of results.
Data Collection
Qualitative, multiple case study data collection is conducted in the natural setting
of the study participant, includes sensitivity to the context of the researched phenomenon,
and includes direct data collection from the researcher as the primary instrument of the
study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The goal for data collection in case study
research is to uncover a triangulation of data from a convergence of evidence collected in
the study (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe & Neville, 2014; Yin, 2018). Data
in this multiple case study was collected using semi-structured interviews based upon the
Leadership Competency Protocol and the collection of artifacts from the participants in
the study. Semi-structured interview questions were directly tied to Kirtman’s (2014)
Seven Competencies for School Leadership framework and subskills and aligned with the
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research questions of the study. Interviews were conducted in a replicative manner, were
audio recorded and transcribed, and were reviewed by each interviewee to verify
accuracy. Upon completion of the interview transcription and confirmation of accuracy,
the researcher ensured that the recordings were erased. Each participant was asked to
provide the researcher with artifacts they believed exemplified building leadership
capacity with their executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework. After
the collection of data from each participant, the researcher crafted a report detailing each
case in the multiple case study. Each report included transcriptions, notes, documents,
and narratives summarizing the data collection process for each case in the study. All
transcripts, notes, artifacts, and narratives were kept in a password-protected file on the
researcher’s computer. All data related to the study will be destroyed three years from the
date of the interview.
A database was created by the researcher to store data collected from each
participant in the study. The database included both the primary evidentiary base of
information along with the researcher’s reports from interactions with each case in the
study. The researcher used NVivo as the database storage software for the study. Finally,
the researcher’s reports were reflective of a strong chain of evidence linking the original
research questions to the leadership framework for the study to the Leadership
Competency Interview Protocol to the recording of results in the database.
A summary of the data collection process included the following steps:
•

One-on-one, semi-structured interviews were conducted using an interview
protocol with seven superintendents using Zoom as a virtual meeting format.
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•

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using an Android device and the
Rev application.

•

A copy of the interview transcription was given to each superintendent to review
for accuracy.

•

After the interview, each superintendent was asked to provide digital or hardcopy
artifacts he or she believed were a demonstration of how leadership capacity was
built with their executive team.

•

The researcher compiled interview transcripts and collected artifacts to create an
individual report of collected data for each superintendent who was a sample in
the study.

•

Individual superintendent reports were compared and analyzed to identify patterns
and themes in participant responses and collected artifacts.

•

Patterns and themes were given identifiers for the purpose of coding and storing
collected data into the Nvivo software program.

•

Using Nvivo, the coded participant responses of all participants were calculated in
total number, and a frequency table was created to document to what extent all
participants commented on the same theme or pattern.
Data Analysis
For multiple case studies, there are four predominant strategies for analyzing

collected data (Yin, 2018). These strategies include starting the analysis of collected data
with the theoretically predetermined focus of the research questions, using an inductive
approach to build analysis from a grounded theory perspective, leaving data analysis at
only the descriptive level, or using data analysis to argue against competing explanations
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(Yin, 2018). Data analysis for this multiple case study will combine three of the four
strategies. First, the researcher will use the research questions for the study to provide
parameters for the analysis of data. Within each research question, the researcher will
work with the collected data in a grounded theory approach to induce patterns and themes
that emerge from individual and multiple cases. Finally, the researcher will describe how
exemplary superintendents are implementing Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework in
developing leadership with their executive teams. The researcher will not attempt to
provide causal explanations for collected data, nor to juxtapose the resulting findings
with rival explanations.
Patton (2015) shares that qualitative researchers begin analyzing qualitative data
from the very beginning of the data-gathering process. After interview transcriptions and
artifacts were collected, a process of inductive analysis was started to identify patterns
and themes in the data. Inductive analysis is a cycle of reading, re-reading, and studying
interview transcriptions, key aspects of collected artifacts, or other specific forms of data
to identify major, emergent themes without the use of predetermined categories
(Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Patton, 2015). Highlighted response patterns had to
directly answer the research questions about how exemplary superintendents built
leadership capacity with their executive team members using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies for School Leadership.
Once theme names were identified, NVivo was used as an electronic resource to
create a codebook for the study to calculate the number of sources and frequencies for
responses. Portions of each artifact were also coded to triangulate data. Pictures were
captured of specific elements of artifacts supporting the research question and were
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included into the NVivo electronic coding source. Frequency tables were used to clearly
communicate the overall number of coded entries and to what extent each participant
provided information consistent with coded entries. Frequency refers to how often
collected data was representative of coded themes, and whether similar coded data was
collected from all or part of the participation sample (Patten, 2014). Data in a frequency
table is organized in ascending or descending order to provide a visual comparison of
coded responses. Finally, the researcher used frequency and coded themes in the data to
share the empirical findings in narrative form to provide insight into actions of exemplary
superintendents to build leadership capacity with their executive teams.
Limitations
Case study research is purposefully confined to boundaries limiting the scope of a
study to look intensely at how particular cases interact within the contexts of their
realities (Yin, 2018). For this reason, findings in multiple case study research is not
intended to confer generalizable attributes onto larger populations. The results in multiple
case studies provide information for others within a population to use as analytical
generalizations to inform further study or to inspire future action. The limitations for this
study included location, sample size, and time.
Location/Geographic Boundary
Over 14,000 superintendents worked in school districts throughout the United
States at the time this multiple case study was started. The researcher limited the scope of
this study to exemplary superintendents working in schools in the United States who
consulted with Lyle Kirtman directly to ensure depth of information pertinent to the focus
of this research study on building leadership capacity with executive teams.
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Sample Size
Case study research relies on small samples of exemplary subjects who are key
informants about a particular phenomenon (Yin, 2018). To be immersive, case study
research examines a sample size as small as one individual, group, or event. Multiple
case studies usually include between three to five participants (Yin, 2018). This multiple
case study was limited to seven participants to present detailed descriptions into how a
few exemplary superintendents implemented Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework.
Time
Case study research can be a longitudinal study involving several years, or they
can be briefer, intensive study into a particular phenomenon (Yin, 2018). This multiple
case study was limited to two months of study involving the superintendent participants.
A shorter period of data collection was used because the purpose of the multiple case
study was not exploratory or explanatory in nature. The purpose of the multiple case
study was descriptive and did not require a length of time to establish causal relationships
or to defend deductive conclusions.
Summary
This research used a qualitative, descriptive multiple case study to describe how
exemplary public school superintendents built leadership capacity with members of their
executive team using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership
as framework for development. The researcher relied upon the recommendations made by
an expert panel of published authors in the field of educational reform to determine the
sample for the study. Data was collected in a replicative process with multiple sources to
triangulate findings for validity, reliability, and to limit researcher bias. A study protocol
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was created, and interview questions were written to directly connect to key
characteristics of Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework. The participants were
interviewed using semi-structured interview techniques, and each superintendent was
asked for artifacts to demonstrate work in building leadership with members of executive
teams. Data was analyzed through a process of inductive coding to identify patterns and
themes describing how superintendents built leadership with their executive teams using
Kirtman’s (2014) framework. Chapter IV shares the results of collected data in this
multiple case study and narrates the themes and patterns that emerged through inductive
coding. The key findings and conclusions of this multiple case study are presented in
Chapter V as analytical generalizations to be used for further theory development and
future research.

108

CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This qualitative, multiple case study was conducted to describe how exemplary
superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive team members by using
Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders as a framework.
Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework was first published in his book, Leadership and
Teams: The Missing Piece of the Educational Reform Puzzle. The Seven Competencies
for School Leaders include challenging the status quo, building trust through clear
communication and expectations, creating a commonly owned plan for success, focusing
on team over self, having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results,
committing to continuous improvement of self and the organization, and building
external networks and partnerships (Kirtman, 2014). Specifically, the primary goal of this
research study was to reveal the patterns, behaviors, and strategies used by these
exemplary superintendents to inform other school leaders regarding how similar
leadership capacity could be built with their executive teams.
The contents of Chapter IV include revisiting the purpose statement and research
questions of the study, a summary of the research design chosen for this study, an
examination of the methods used for sample selection and data collection, and
demographic information regarding the exemplary superintendents who participated in
the study. Afterward, Chapter IV presents a detailed analysis of the data collected as
organized by individual research question. Key findings will be introduced at the
conclusion of the chapter.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using the
Seven Competencies for School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014): challenge the status quo,
grow trust through clear communication and expectations, create a commonly owned
plan for success, focus on the team over self, create a high sense of urgency for change
and sustainable results, commit to continuous improvement, and develop external
networks and partnerships.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to challenge the status quo?
2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to create a commonly owned plan for success?
4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to focus on the team over themselves?
5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results?
6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to be committed to continuous improvement?
7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive teams
to build external partnerships and networks?
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Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
Qualitative research methods were chosen for this study because they describe
how systems work, explain how people process phenomena, tell stories of participant
experiences, or bring attention to previously unstudied areas (Patton, 2015; Patten, 2014).
According to Yin (2018), the goal of case study research is to provide a thorough
examination of a particular subject by gathering detailed insights to inform further study
with other similar subjects. Therefore, case study findings can form the basis of theory
development or descriptions about how or why a phenomenon occurs within a certain
context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2008). In this research, a multiple case study
methodology was used to tell the specific story of particular superintendents who
previously used Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders to build
leadership capacity with their executive team members. Prior to this study, the researcher
could find no previous research that had been conducted to specifically describe how
superintendents implemented Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework to build leadership
capacity with their executive teams. Therefore, the findings of this study are new and
provide the first immersive and detailed insight into a previously unstudied phenomenon.
Semi-structured interviews were the primary instruments used to collect data. To
increase the reliability of the instrument used in the data collection process, the
Leadership Competency Interview Protocol (Appendix G) was developed by the
researcher, and the interview questions were designed using Kirtman’s (2019) Seven
Competencies for School Leaders and related subskills. Each question in the interview
protocol drew direct connections and verbiage from the components of Kirtman’s (2019)
leadership framework. Each superintendent was emailed the Leadership Competency
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Interview Protocol (Appendix G) prior to participating and was given the opportunity to
refer to the protocol during the interview process. The researcher asked each interviewee
the same semi-structured interview questions in the same sequence. At times, the
researcher asked probing questions to allow interviewees to provide more detailed
information. In this multiple case study, strict attention was paid to the replicative use of
the Leadership Competency Protocol to strengthen the external reliability of the data
collection process (Yin, 2018).
Prior to the first interview, a field test was conducted with a pilot superintendent
who met the same selection criteria as the participating superintendents in the study. The
researcher also enlisted a recently graduated doctoral student of Brandman University to
act as an observer and to provide feedback on the researcher’s interview technique as
well as interview content (Appendix I). The researcher used a journal to record ideas,
conducted a self-reflection, and made necessary corrections to the measures to increase
the validity of the process, to ensure the reliability of the interview instrument, and to
reduce the encroachment of researcher bias (Ortlipp, 2008).
In total, eight exemplary superintendents were identified by an expert panel to be
considered for participation in the study. All eight superintendents were invited to
participate in the study and were provided emailed copies of the Leadership Competency
Interview Protocol (Appendix G), the Brandman University Participant’s Bill of Rights
(Appendix D), an Informed Consent Form (Appendix E), and an Audio Release Form
(Appendix F). Seven out of the eight invited superintendents consented to participate in
the study. Interviews occurred between February 5, 2021, and March 22, 2021. Of the
seven participating superintendents, six superintendents were interviewed using Zoom,
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and one superintendent was interviewed via a phone call upon request. Participant
interviews were conducted remotely because of the geographical distances between the
interviewer and the interviewees and because of restrictions imposed on social gatherings
due to COVID-19.
Participant interviews ranged in duration from 25 minutes to 71 minutes.
Interviews were recorded using an Android device and were professionally transcribed
using the Rev application. Transcriptions were proofread by the researcher, and minor
edits were made to each transcription to remove common filler words such as “um”,
“mmm”, “so”, and “okay”. Interview transcriptions were emailed individually to
participating superintendents for review of accuracy, and no superintendents made
corrections to interview transcripts.
Artifacts were also collected to provide triangulation and corroboration of
evidence to support statements made by participants in their interviews. For the purpose
of this study, the researcher asked each superintendent to provide artifacts they believed
were examples of how leadership capacity was built with their executive team members
using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. Each superintendent
was given Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework as a guide for choosing artifacts to
submit to the researcher. Moreover, the researcher collected digital content such as copies
of district websites, school board meeting minutes, committee meeting minutes,
presentation documents, and other online content in order to procure artifacts for this
study. Two out of seven superintendents provided artifacts during the data collection
process. In all, 42 digital artifacts were collected, including interdepartmental surveys,
executive leadership yearly goals, superintendent entry plans, agendas from executive
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leadership meetings, minutes taken from community meetings, Workplace Personality
Inventory results for executive leadership, and professional development presentations.
Interview transcriptions and digital artifacts were downloaded into the Nvivo
software program for the purpose of storage and data analysis. Using Nvivo as the
primary organizational tool, a database of information was created to form a report,
detailing each case in the multiple case study. All data collected was stored in a
password-protected file on the researcher’s computer. The database provided the
researcher with a primary evidentiary source of information to code themes and patterns
uncovered in interview transcripts and collected artifacts. Coded themes reflected a
strong chain of evidence linking participant responses and collected artifacts to the
original research questions connected to Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework guiding
the study. Coded themes answering the research questions and linked to Kirtman’s
leadership framework were calculated in total, and a frequency table was created for each
theme to demonstrate its prevalence in each participant’s responses.
Population
Researchers identify a population as the group of focus for a research study, and
populations have defining characteristics distinguishing them from other groups of study
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The general population for this research study was the
approximately 14,000 public school superintendents throughout the United States
(Tooker, 2019). For the purpose of this study, it was determined this population was too
large to conduct valuable research. Likewise, the focus of this multiple case study on how
superintendents specifically implemented Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework
necessitated the narrowing of the general population of the study to a target population.
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For this study, the general population was reduced to a target population of roughly 500
public school superintendents in the United States who directly consulted with Lyle
Kirtman to implement the Seven Competencies for School Leadership with their
executive teams.
Identifying a target population limits the scope of a study as a result of
delimitations due to time, expense, geography, or other prohibitive factors rendering
study of the entire population impracticable (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten,
2014). Since 1984, Lyle Kirtman (2014) has provided professional consultation services
to over 500 public school superintendents. These public school superintendents range
geographically throughout 15 states, including Massachusetts, Maine, New York,
Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, Vermont, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Illinois,
North Carolina, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, and California. Likewise, these
superintendents have worked as leaders in school districts with student populations
ranging in size from 800 students to 57,000 students. The 500 school superintendents in
the United States who directly consulted with Lyle Kirtman to implement the Seven
Competencies for School Leadership in their respective districts were identified as the
target population for this research study.
Sample
The sample is a group of individuals sharing similar characteristics and
experiences who are reflective of the larger population being studied (Creswell, 2003;
Patton, 2015). The sample for this multiple case study was selected from the target
population of over 500 public school superintendents in the United States who directly
consulted with Lyle Kirtman to implement the Seven Competencies of School
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Leadership. Purposeful criterion sampling was used to identify a population of exemplary
superintendents for the study. Participants in this multiple case study included seven
public school superintendents in the United States who met the stated criteria for
excellence. To be considered exemplary, each superintendent demonstrated all the
following criteria:
•

Has directly consulted with Lyle Kirtman (2014) to implement the Seven
Competencies for School Leaders.

•

Is identified as exemplary by a panel of experts who have knowledge of the work
of the superintendent using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School
Leadership to develop executive teams.

•

Has, at a minimum, three years of experience as a superintendent.
Two experts were invited to select participants for the study because of each

individual’s present influence as a practitioner of educational research, because of the
direct work each expert conducted previously with school leaders in public school
districts, and because of their familiarity with Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Key
Competencies for School Leadership. The expert panel involved in the participant
selection process included Dr. Michael Fullan, former Dean of the Ontario Institute for
Studies in Education and Professor Emeritus of the University of Toronto, and Lyle
Kirtman, CEO of Future Management Systems, Inc. and author of Leadership and
Teams: The Missing Piece of the Educational Reform Puzzle. Dr. Fullan and Mr. Kirtman
were provided personal invitations detailing the purpose and research questions of the
study, the criteria for participant selection, and a timeline for data collection. Dr. Fullan
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and Mr. Kirtman unanimously selected eight potential participants for the study, and all
eight superintendents were invited by the researcher to participate in the study.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
In Chapter IV, the analysis of data summarizes multiple case study findings
resulting from interviews and the collection of artifacts from seven participating
superintendents. Data is presented to document how exemplary superintendents built
leadership capacity with their executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies of School Leaders. The Seven Competencies of School Leaders (Kirtman,
2014) include challenging the status quo, building trust through clear communication and
expectations, creating a commonly owned plan for success, focusing on team over self,
having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results, committing to
continuous improvement, and building external partnerships and networks. First, data
from transcribed interviews and collected artifacts was coded to determine the prevalence
of themes globally related to each of the Seven Competencies of Kirtman’s (2014)
leadership framework. Afterward, a more in-depth analysis was conducted to uncover
common practices evident in the lived experiences of the participating superintendents
related to each of the Seven Competencies. In total, 21 common practices emerged from
the participant group of seven superintendents on how leadership capacity was built with
their executive teams.
Validity and Reliability
Several methods were used to strengthen the reliability and validity of both the
data collection process and the subsequent analysis of data. The Leadership Competency
Interview Protocol (Appendix G) was created to align with Kirtman’s (2014) leadership
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framework and the research questions, a field test of the interview instrument was
completed prior to collecting data, and interviews were conducted in a replicative
manner. These methods ensured that the instrument and process used in data collection
reliably reflected answers directly connected to the research questions. Likewise, several
methods were used to increase the validity of analyzed data. Artifacts were collected to
corroborate statements made in transcribed interviews and intercoder reliability was
established with the support of a peer researcher, who coded 10% of the transcribed
interviews to verify accuracy. Intercoder reliability was determined to be at a coefficient
level of 90% when compared between both researchers.
Study Participants
In response to invitations to participate, seven out of eight superintendents agreed
to participate in the research study. All seven superintendents met the criteria for
participation in the multiple case study (Table 9).
Table 9: Exemplary Criteria for Participation in Multiple Case Study
Directly Consulted with
Lyle Kirtman to Implement
the Seven Competencies
for School Leadership

Identified as
Exemplary by an
expert panel

Minimum of two years
of experience as a
superintendent

Participant 1

x

x

x

Participant 2

x

x

x

Participant 3

x

x

x

Participant 4

x

x

x

Participant 5

x

x

x

Participant 6

x

x

x

Participant 7

x

x

x
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The study participants ranged from three to nine years in their current positions as
superintendents of public school districts. Of the seven participants, two were female and
five were male. Participating superintendents were leaders in school districts ranging in
size from overall enrollments of 2,100 students to approximately 30,000 students. Six out
of the seven school districts were considered traditional public schooling systems, and
one school district was a charter school system. Six out of the seven school districts
included grades PK-12, and one elementary school district included grades PK-8. School
districts led by participating superintendents were representative of urban, suburban, and
rural areas. Five out of the seven participating superintendents led school districts in the
Northeast region of the United States, one superintendent led a school district in the
Southwest region of the United States, and one superintendent led a school district in the
Pacific Coastal region of the United States.
Participating superintendents used the terms “central office team”, “executive
team”, and “executive cabinet” to describe their executive teams. Executive teams ranged
in size from two individuals to seven individuals working under superintendents within
the school district. One executive team was comprised of a Chief Talent Officer and a
Chief Operating Officer. Another executive team was comprised of a Deputy
Superintendent of Curriculum and Special Services, a Director of Finance and
Management, a Director of Human Relations, and a Chief of Staff. Still another executive
team included an Assistant of Teaching and Learning, a Director of Finance, a Director of
Pupil Personnel Services, a Director of English Language Learners and Family
Engagement, and a newly created Chief Intervention and Innovation Officer. In all,
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executive teams were comprised of central office administrators and did not include sitelevel leaders such as principals, teachers, or office assistants.
Data Analysis
Data analysis uncovers a triangulation of data from a convergence of evidence
collected in the study (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe & Neville, 2014; Yin,
2018). Data analysis for this multiple case study began from a theoretically
predetermined focus connected to the research questions on how superintendents build
leadership capacity with their executive teams using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies for School Leadership. The research questions were the starting point and
the boundaries for data analysis, coding entries, and inducing common themes from the
collection of transcribed interviews and collected artifacts. Overall, 1,748 coded entries
from seven interviews and 42 artifacts were recorded that directly answered one or more
of the research questions on how superintendents built leadership capacity with their
executive teams. The frequency for the number of coded entries for each of the Seven
Competencies for School Leadership (Kirman, 2014) was calculated and compared
(Figure 6). Focusing on team over self was referenced the most by participating
superintendents with 388 total coded entries, representing 22% of the overall coded data.
Committing to continuous improvement was referenced with 291 total coded entries,
representing 17% of the overall coded data. Building trust through clear communication
and expectations was referenced with 254 total coded entries, representing 15% of the
overall coded data. Having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results
was referenced with 263 coded entries, representing 15% over the overall data.
Challenging the status quo was referenced with 207 coded entries, representing 12% of

120

the overall coded data. Creating a commonly owned plan for success was referenced with
197 coded entries, representing 11% of the overall coded data.
Figure 6: Frequency of Coded Entries for the Seven Competencies for School Leadership
148, 8%

207, 12%

291, 17%
254, 15%

197, 11%

263, 15%

388, 22%
Challenging the status quo
Building trust through clear communication and expectations
Creating a commonly owned plan for success

Focusing on team over self
Having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results
Committing to continuous improvement
Building external networks and partnerships

The final competency, building external networks and partnerships, was referenced with
148 coded entries, representing 8% of the overall coded data.
More specifically, Table 10 compares the number of coded entries for Kirtman’s
(2014) Seven Competencies as referenced by superintendents in interviews and artifacts.
Coded entries for interviews and artifacts revealed how participating superintendents
used all Seven Competencies for School Leaders to build capacity with their executive
teams. Participating superintendents focused on putting the team over self with greater
frequency than the other Leadership Competencies. Also, participating superintendents
used both “push” and “pull” strategies to build leadership capacity with their executive
teams. “Push” strategies include a leader’s ability to develop and align systems, policies,
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and explicit processes, while “pull” strategies demonstrate a leader’s strengths to build
teamwork, develop internal accountability, and grow culture (Fullan & Quinn, 2016;
Fullan & Kirtman, 2019).
Table 10: Specific Number of Coded Entries in Interviews and Artifacts
Leadership
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Competency
Frequency Frequency Frequency Frequency
by %
Challenging the status quo
173
34
207
12
Building trust through clear
communication and expectations
206
48
254
15
Creating a commonly owned plan for
success
168
29
197
11
Focusing on team over self
309
79
388
22
Having a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results
204
59
263
15
Committing to continuous improvement
233
58
291
17
Building external networks and
partnerships
125
23
148
8
Totals
1,418
330
1,748
100
Participating superintendents referenced “pull” strategies 50% of the time during
interviews and in collected artifacts. Participating superintendents referenced “push”
strategies 42% of the time. This evidence suggests that participating superintendents
favored the use of “pull” strategies to build leadership in their executive teams rather than
“push” strategies.
Themes by Research Question
Within the coded entries for each research question, more specific patterns and
themes inductively emerged from multiple cases to identify 21 common practices
superintendents used to build leadership capacity with their executive teams using
Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework. To be considered a valid and substantial theme,
each common practice had to be reflected in at least 80% of the interviews conducted
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with participating superintendents. Also, coded themes that emerged about common
practices of participating superintendents had to reflect a frequency of at least 20% of the
total coded entries collected for each of the Seven Competencies for School Leadership
(Kirtman, 2014). Some themes did not meet the established threshold criteria to be
considered substantial. These themes included prioritizing student success, maintaining
high expectations, delegating responsibilities, contracting with consultants to do studies,
and relying on the executive team to tell the story. The 21 common practices that
emerged as substantial themes through the analysis process are displayed in Table 11.
Table 11: Common practices of building leadership capacity with executive teams
Common Practices
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Challenging the Status Quo
Challenging each other to
redefine roles and modify
current practices to go
further
81
14
95
46
Looking outside the
organization to diversify
thinking
45
14
59
29
Building trust through clear communication and expectations
Explicitly naming roles and
57
9
66
26
responsibilities to convert
conversations into actions
and outcomes
Facilitating difficult
66
10
76
30
conversations to safely
address conflict and agree on
solutions
Using interactive forms of
54
17
71
28
communication to align
messaging and ensure equal
access to information
Creating a commonly owned plan for success
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Agreeing to commit to a
50
8
58
collective value system and
a combined strategy
Evaluating the broad impact
36
10
46
of district goals on all
stakeholders in the
organization
Narrowing plans to focus on
38
4
42
workable results
Reinforcing the habit of
44
7
51
developing factual criteria to
identify success
Focusing on team over self
Developing the team through
123
28
151
coaching, modeling, and
learning
Hiring talented leaders and
65
12
77
balancing personalities to
maximize performance
Promoting an environment
54
23
77
that seeks constructive
feedback from all
Recognizing individual
67
16
83
expertise and supporting
others in decision-making
Having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results
Developing thinking and
60
13
73
managerial skills to enhance
strategic systems
Pushing the organization to
77
18
95
be productive and driven by
results
Committing to continuous improvement
Coaching self-reflection and
78
17
95
modeling individual and
collective accountability
Listening with intention to
41
24
65
promote conversation
around different perspectives
Questioning everything and
51
8
59
looking ahead to expose new
possibilities and potential
outcomes
Removing barriers and
63
9
72
changing mentality to
produce the best outcomes
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30

23

21
26

39

20

20

21

28

36

33

22

20

25

Building external networks and partnerships
Intentionally providing
71
multiple opportunities to join
local and national groups to
gain experience and gather
new ideas
Broadcast the organization
54
through technology, media,
and relationships in the
community

6

77

52

17

71

48

The following will provide further detail for the 21 common practices, organized
by research question. A chart accompanies each research question, showing the number
of coded entries that were made through interviews and collected artifacts for each of the
21 common practices. Also, the frequency of each common practice is shared. Narratives
from participating superintendents are used to illustrate and provide context for each of
the 21 common practices.
Research Question 1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity with their executive teams to challenge the status quo? Effective school leaders
challenge the status quo by routinely encouraging their executive teams to consistently
and critically challenge traditions, beliefs, and practices to produce greater results
(Kirtman, 2014). In order to change the status quo, effective school leaders must be
willing to show the courage to model taking occasional risks and to ask questions that
might bring scrutiny and result in conflict and doubt within executive leadership
(Kirtman, 2014; Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris, 2014). Effective school leaders establish
systematic ways to introduce new perspectives from outside of the organization to spawn
creativity and innovation in their executive teams. Table 12 lists the two most common
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practices superintendent participants referenced to build capacity with their executive
teams to challenge the status quo.
Table 12: Most Common Practices for Challenging the Status Quo
Common Practice

Challenging each other to
redefine roles and modify
current practices to go further
Looking outside the
organization to diversify
thinking

Interview
Frequency

Artifact
Frequency

Total
Frequency

Total
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency

81

14

95

46

45

14

59

29

Challenging each other to redefine roles and modify current practices to go
further. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews
and artifacts a combined total of 95 times, representing 46% of coded entries for
challenging the status quo. Participating superintendents explained how challenging the
status quo often required the executive team to deeply consider the effectiveness of
current practices and to modify the organization to push toward change. For example,
Participant 2 shared a story about continually pushing the executive team to challenge the
status quo:
I spent a lot of time primarily with the executive team and the directors trying to
push on...Just trying to ask a lot of questions about why we do what we do.
Because it’s one thing to kind of like beat your chest and say I’m challenging the
status quo. It’s another thing to deeply understand what are the parts of the system
that are problematic, that need to change...so, I spent a lot of time asking both the
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executive team and the directors to explain why they’re doing what they are
doing. And over the years we’ve evolved a little bit.
Likewise, Participant 6 shared a story about a pivotal moment in the school district when
the executive team realized how the status quo was failing students and current roles and
practices needed to be modified:
Many of us, if not all of us, actually have been in the district for I’ll say at least
10-plus years. So, we probably, at one level, were challenged because we’ve
always known...what it was like in our school district...We saw what wasn’t
working in our school district, and we were all in agreement that we needed to
change or evolve what we were doing because...we were primarily a school
district focused on compliance versus student outcomes.
Participant 4 discussed the massive modifications made with the executive team to
existing programs in their school district to challenge decades of traditional practices and
perspectives:
We really needed intervention. We needed alternative education revised and
really looked at before- and after-school programs, enrollment. Whatever the data
showed where we needed to work, that’s where we’ve been getting to build and
work. In talking with cabinet now, they say...there’s been more change in the last
two and a half years than there has been in the last decade.
Several artifacts corroborated participating superintendents’ comments on
challenging each other to redefine roles and modify current practices to go further. These
artifacts included school board minutes in which executive team members proposed new
programs to expand education opportunities and the addition of new roles in the
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organization to address learning gaps for groups of students. Artifacts also included
strategic planning activities within executive team meetings, which were designed to
question current practices and brainstorm potential strategies to get desired outcomes.
Looking outside the organization to diversify thinking. This theme was
referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a combined
total of 59 times, representing 29% of coded entries for challenging the status quo.
Participating superintendents communicated how challenging the status quo often
required the executive team to expand their search for innovation beyond the confines of
the organization. For example, Participant 1 talked about engaging the executive team to
work with outside partners to create strategic plans and make school systems better:
The school systems are very antiquated...for me I always say I want to do a
strategic plan, and I want the Amazon person to do the strategic plan. So, I would
always go back, who are they bringing to the table to make their systems better?
We don’t have it. We don’t have it internally, who externally do we have? Who
are our partners, and how are our partners giving back to our system?
Participant 3 shared the need to look outside of the organization to the corporate world
when hiring members of the executive team to introduce new perspectives and to
diversify leadership in the organization:
We thought outside the box. We had interviewed a bunch of assistant principals
and principals that wanted to go to that next level, and we didn’t think that they
necessarily had the capacity. So, we thought outside the box, and we actually
hired somebody from the corporate world and brought in a unique and different
perspective.
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Participant 5 discussed encouragement given to executive team members to actively
pursue professional relationships with job-alike colleagues from other school districts in
order to broaden perspectives and to gain insights into new possibilities for change:
I have encouraged them to reach outside of the district and interact with
colleagues who’ve created job-alike groups now and again just to tap into the
talent in other communities and their ideas. This was a community, very insular,
didn’t think anything existed outside the borders of the town and that existed in
the school department. And I needed to break those walls down.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents challenged the
status quo by looking outside the organization to diversify thinking. These artifacts
included meeting minutes from parent focus groups, goals in strategic plans to strengthen
partnerships with teaching training and employment programs, and guidelines developed
by executive team members to grow school and business partnerships.
Research Question 2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to grow trust through clear communication and
expectations? Effective school leaders build leadership with their executive teams by
focusing on consistency, clarity, and the delivery of communication with individuals and
groups (Kirtman, 2014). Trust is developed when expectations about roles,
responsibilities, and performance are clear and honest, particularly in times of conflict
(Lencioni, 2002; Kirtman, 2014). A school leader’s ability to communicate clearly has
been proven to produce a culture of positive expectations, strong professional
relationships, and a safe environment where followers feel informed and involved
(Kowalski, 2000; Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Kirtman, 2014). Table 13 lists the three most
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common practices superintendent participants referenced to build capacity with their
executive teams to build trust through clear communication and expectations.
Table 13: Most Common Practices for Building Trust Through Clear Communication
and Expectations
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Explicitly naming roles and
57
9
66
26
responsibilities to convert
conversations into actions
and outcomes
Facilitating difficult
66
10
76
30
conversations to safely
address conflict and agree on
solutions
Using interactive forms of
54
17
71
28
communication to align
messaging and ensure equal
access to information

Explicitly naming roles and responsibilities to convert conversations into
actions and outcomes. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents
through interviews and artifacts a combined total of 66 times, representing 26% of coded
entries for building trust through clear communication and expectations. Participating
superintendents communicated how building trust through communication and
expectations required more than simply broadcasting a district-wide vision. In order for
action to occur and outcomes to be met, effective school leaders worked with their
executive teams to name assigned roles and to clarify next steps. For example, Participant
4 stated:
The communication piece is less about the directive of we want 90% of our kids
to read on grade level, or we want to create critical thinkers who have voice and
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agency. Like that’s sort of your high-level vision. What we are aiming towards in
terms of management and communications is the how we’re going to get there
and who’s going to do it.
In a similar reflection, Participant 2 mentioned the continual challenge to push the
executive team beyond unproductive conversations about issues towards more depth of
understanding and a commitment to follow-through on actions to increase outcomes:
Oftentimes there wouldn’t be a lot of conversation, and then kind of a “so, what
now” moment, where we discussed an issue in depth, but sometimes our followthrough hasn’t risen up to the level of conversation. So, that’s been, I think for us,
an evolving issue for senior leadership team to convert our conversations into
more actions and outcomes.
Participant 7 modeled the importance of being more explicit to build trust with the
executive team when identifying priorities, naming specific items for change, and
recognizing the need to let go of other initiatives previously adopted:
I’m still trying to be really clear about...here’s our priorities. Here’s what we’re
going to stop doing for a year. And naming that for people...I just have to do some
real intentional work around scaling down or explicitly saying don’t do this
thing...so it’s not a new file, but it’s an integrated part of the work.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents built trust
through clear communications and expectations by explicitly naming roles and
responsibilities to convert conversations into actions and outcomes. These artifacts
included the financial services executive team member in a school district surveying
organizational employees to receive feedback on communication timeliness, an action
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plan item from one superintendent’s entry plan to require executive team members to
focus support on new school level leaders to build trust, and one superintendent’s agenda
for a strategic workday to clarify roles and responsibilities for future actions.
Facilitating difficult conversations to safely address conflict and agree on
solutions. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews
and artifacts a combined total of 76 times, representing 30% of coded entries for building
trust through clear communication and expectations. Participating superintendents
discussed the importance of building trust by addressing difficult conversations with their
executive team members directly and with a focus on solutions. Participants emphasized
the importance of establishing a safe environment for conversations involving conflict to
occur, one that was focused on solutions and not punishment. Participant 6 shared:
I think we have, over the last few years, developed a culture where people feel
psychological safety in terms of expressing their opinions or their thoughts on any
particular challenge or matter...it’s really a matter of saying or having a culture of
“no idea is a bad idea”. Not everyone around the table has all the answers...we do
have discourse, and we do have disagreement, but I think what’s different now is
we can share and air our concerns in open without, I’ll say, the fear of reprisal or
recrimination.
Participant 1 expressed how conflict and accountability were necessary and common
behaviors in productive organizations. Participant 1 also reiterated how trust could be
built when the leader is willing to come alongside members of the executive team to
work collectively on productive and positive solutions:
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Trust, and so, that’s what we’re about. Conflict, commitment, accountability,
results. And I got to trust that you’re going to make the right choice. And if you
don’t, it’s okay. We’ll work through it. And it’s about, again, taking the ego and
the self out of it, and say what are our expectations of each other?
Likewise, Participant 2 shared a leadership goal to model honest, thoughtful, and direct
conversations with others, so members of the executive team would transfer the same
communicative habits with others in times of challenge and conflict:
We spend time reviewing their ring communications, and we really started that
just to look for consistency, but now we’re looking for like, “Okay, how are
you...Kind of, what vibe are you putting out to people?” So, we try to support
people with their ring communications in terms of, there’s got to be an element of
directness. Like, respectful directness and thoughtful directness...whether a person
has done well or they’re in trouble, we have to be clear about the expectations.
Participant 7 shared the importance of clearly establishing the boundaries of
conversations with executive team members to prevent unnecessary conflict from arising:
We try to be really clear about what’s open for feedback and what isn’t open for
feedback and make decisions based upon that feedback. Sometimes the decision is
by consensus, you just need to decide.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents built trust
through clear communications and expectations by facilitating difficult conversations to
safely address conflict and agree on solutions. Artifacts included a presentation made by
one superintendent to executive team members on how to conduct difficult conversations
and deal with critical feedback. Another artifact included the Curriculum and Instruction
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Director at one school district surveying employees in the organization about
demonstrating conflict resolution effectively.
Using interactive forms of communication to align messaging and ensure equal
access to information. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents
through interviews and artifacts a combined total of 71 times, representing 28% of coded
entries for building trust through clear communication and expectations. Participating
superintendents shared how trust was built with their executive teams when regular
methods of communication allowed interaction and input from all members of the team.
Trust was established because people felt that their voices were validated by the leader
and that they had equal access to information. Alignment of messaging from the
executive team became more consistent because everyone was involved in the process.
Superintendent 7 shared:
People are not replicas of you. I think that’s really important as a leader, right?
So, one misstep of leadership is thinking that everyone likes to take in information
or process meetings in the same way that you do...So, in terms of challenging the
status quo, one way we do it is through the use of protocols and meetings where
there’re structured opportunities for people to give input on ideas.
Participant 3 shared the habit of checking in with executive team members one-on-one to
provide support and to gauge progress on key activities. Also, Participant 3 expressed
how one primary goal of executive team meetings was to ensure an alignment of
understanding and action:
I would say from my perspective, it’s really continuing to stay on course of where
we’re at, ongoing check-ins with staff members to see where they’re at. I
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mentioned earlier the central office team meetings and utilizing those to make
sure that everybody is on the same page.
When discussing the need for consistent central office messaging, Participant 2 shared
how input from executive team members at weekly meetings helped to build confidence
and trust throughout the organization:
I have a standing meeting with them every week, it’s two hours. And in the
meeting, we do some tasks stuff, but it’s a lot about what is the message...are we
consistently delivering the message? Is it understandable? If you’re a para or a
custodian or a classroom teacher and you’re multiple levels removed from my
brain, do you know what we’re trying to accomplish here?
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents built trust
through clear communications and expectations by using interactive forms of
communication to align messaging and ensure equal access to information. Artifacts
included an official cabinet meeting request form submitted by an executive team
member to discuss the approval of an ASB director position. Other artifacts included
superintendent entry plan activities to host a cabinet retreat to discuss goals and grow
culture. Another artifact was a school district’s mission statement, including a statement
encouraging trust through open, honest and ongoing communication across all members
of our schools.
Research Question 3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to create a commonly owned plan for success? Effective
school leaders play a pivotal role in the creation and monitoring of systemic plans to
achieve strong performance results (Kirtman, 2014). Commonly owned plans in
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educational organizations are narrowly focused on results, have clear measurement
targets, and can be flexible when adjustments are necessary based upon continual
evaluation (Childress, Elmore & Grossman, 2006; Marzano & Waters, 2009; McFadden,
2009). Research has proven the statistically positive effect superintendents and executive
teams can have on student performance when the central office team is committed to a
collective value system and combined strategy, linked to measured outcomes that are
monitored at regular intervals (Marzano & Waters, 2009; Kirtman, 2014). Table 14 lists
the four most common practices superintendent participants referenced to build capacity
with their executive teams to create commonly owned plans for success.
Table 14: Most Common Practices for Creating a Commonly Owned Plan for Success
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Agreeing to commit to a
50
8
58
30
collective value system and
a combined strategy
Evaluating the broad impact
36
10
46
23
of district goals on all
stakeholders in the
organization
Narrowing plans to focus on
38
4
42
21
workable results
Reinforcing the habit of
44
7
51
26
developing factual criteria to
identify success

Agreeing to commit to a collective value system and a combined strategy. This
theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a
combined total of 58 times, representing 30% of coded entries for creating a commonly
owned plan for success. Participating superintendents gave concrete examples of
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commonly owned plans created with executive teams to specifically address individual
and collective goals and performance indicators. Superintendent 4 shared:
All expectations start from the vision that you have...Now what is that? What does
that mean? For the first year, we drafted our goals...there’s five goals...and there’s
key performance indicators, and then everyone owns a piece of that. So, for
instance, each cabinet members have four goals, and every one of the senior
directors have four goals...Those four goals are aligned to our district goals.
Also, participating superintendents provided reasons why the commonly owned plans of
the executive team needed to reflect a combined strategy to prevent the forces of
decentralization from occurring. Participant 6 stated:
I think one of the things that we say is...we all own it. It’s not just the
superintendent or the assistant superintendent. And again, expanding that
philosophy out to the schools. We said early on that we want to have a school
district, not a district of schools...in the past, an oversight of the school is it’s very
decentralized...and clearly, with four schools in the bottom 10%, that
decentralized approach wasn’t working. So, over the last two years...I would say
we’re much more active in partnering with the school and having conversations
with the schools...Our presence is exponentially higher than what it was before.
Participating superintendents also shared the importance of the executive team
committing to a shared value system to move the school district forward in a positive
direction. Participant 3 shared:
It’s a clear vision that our focus is on students. We tie this back to our strategic
plan. We have a six-year strategic plan that we are smack dab in the middle of
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right now. So, last night’s presentation for example, tied right back into the
strategic plan. Talk about our core values...these are our core values, and I think
that our administrative team stays true to that. Our strategic plan is not something
that sits on a shelf.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents created a
commonly owned plan for success by agreeing to commit to a collective value system
and a combined strategy. Artifacts included executive cabinet meeting agendas
identifying internal accountability measures, including high leverage goals for each
senior director. Other artifacts included a list of core values in one participating
superintendent’s entry plan. Another artifact included the vision and mission statement of
a participating superintendent’s school district embedded in a presentation on Financial
Services Review and Recommendations.
Evaluating the broad impact of district goals on all stakeholders in the
organization. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through
interviews and artifacts a combined total of 46 times, representing 23% of coded entries
for creating a commonly owned plan for success. Participating superintendents shared the
need to build the capacity in their executive team members to consider the global impact
of their decisions on multiple levels of the organization. Participant 5 shared:
I’m dealing with more stakeholder groups on a regular basis, my school board,
parents, the people in the community that don’t support the schools and are
always looking for something to get the schools on, and then just other
stakeholder groups with other political issues, unions. So, I have that advantage
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over them. I work with them, and I’ll teach them that they have stakeholder
groups, and they need to evaluate their plan of attack based on all of that analysis.
Participant 1 shared the expectation for executive team members to physically leave the
central office and visit schools to become better informed about how district-wide
decisions impact students and staff at the ground level:
The thing is, my expectation is I expect chiefs to go into schools. I expect chiefs
to go in to see these kids. If we’re using a math program and it costs a million
dollars. Well, finance, this is what they bought us. HR, if we need a teacher to
teach this...you take them to the teaching...to get out in the field where the caliber
of teacher that we’re hiring. So, it’s always going back to that product, which is
the student. And going back to the number one, teacher.
In a similar way, Participant 7 shared advice she gives to her executive team to bring new
ideas to the principals and the directors one level removed in order to seek critical
feedback from stakeholders closer to the point of contact:
That group is really good at, I call it the pokey holes group, right? If there’s an
idea or a draft plan, you want to get it to that group to say like, “Tell me your
perspectives.” Because the diversity of the group is going to mirror what we see
in other stakeholder groups. And so, you can prepare your messaging and tailor
your message to be received in those groups. Because it’s just a microcosm of
other layers.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents created a
commonly owned plan for success by evaluating the broad impact of district goals on all
stakeholders in the organization. Collected artifacts included strategic plans to improve
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customer service for students, employees, and members of the community. Other artifacts
included a process timeline from one school district, including department analysis of
feedback from stakeholder groups for strategic planning purposes. Another artifact
included a participating superintendent’s entry plan, including meetings with stakeholder
groups to gather input on district goals.
Narrowing plans to focus on workable results. This theme was referenced by
participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a combined total of 42
times, representing 21% of coded entries for creating a commonly owned plan for
success. Participating superintendents expressed difficulties with having executive teams
move past the planning phase toward actual steps to ensure progress. To better this
problem, participating superintendents continually asked executive team members to
revisit plans for workable results. Superintendent 6 reflected:
I think we do a good job of planning, and I think converting the plans and
execution is what we’re working on. And I think really just being really diligent
on moving beyond planning because, to me, planning sometimes doesn’t involve
result and execution. So, I think collectively, making sure that we’re all aware of
the common plan and the goal...once we’re there, is to make a decision and do it.
Superintendent 7 revealed the same challenges with building within the executive team
the capacity to narrow their plans to obtain workable results:
So, my executive team actually has very high innovation scores. Their area of
growth is actually implementation and execution. So, I think that what I’m
balancing with that group is, “What is the new idea?” Because they’re usually
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excited about that. And then, how are you actually going to get it done, and what
are you going to stop to get it done?
To move the executive team to narrow plans, Superintendent 4 developed standard tools
to isolate the objective of the plan, assess the plan for resources, and identify next steps
for the plan to be accomplished:
We have a tool that we all use now, and we know that’s the expectation. That you
have these planning tools that you bring the cabinet, and you show what’s the
objective. What’s the cost? What are the potential barriers? What’s your next
steps?
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents created a
commonly owned plan for success by narrowing plans to focus on workable results.
Artifacts included a Business Department Analysis Plan and a Curriculum and Instruction
survey question asking employees to reflect on the department’s ability to revise plans to
meet instructional needs.
Reinforcing the habit of developing factual criteria to identify success. This
theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a
combined total of 51 times, representing 26% of coded entries for creating a commonly
owned plan for success. Participating superintendents commented on the importance of
continually reinforcing the use of factual criteria to identify success in common plans
throughout the district. Superintendents expressed how anchoring decisions and plans
firmly within factual criteria kept the executive team focused on the next steps of
actionable plans. As an example, Superintendent 1 shared the ways in which executive
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leadership was continually challenged to produce factual criteria by which to monitor
successful plans:
What are we using? What aren’t we using? Is it working? Is it not working? What
evidence are you gathering...You know? I don’t want to wait until the autopsy that
I have high cholesterol...I want to know what are some leading indicators that
we’re reaching at? It’s like, what do we want to be?
Superintendent 4 shared when work was done directly with a member of the executive
team to plan for expanded after-school programs, and how the executive team member
was challenged to measure the quality and not just the quantity of the programs:
That’s the quantity, but where was the quality? So, with that, we measured. We
identify what that measurement is, and then we look at that measurement in
quarterly, constantly. You just don’t let it go and say, “Oh, that’s improved. We
did that, one and done.”
Superintendent 7 shared a story about how using factual criteria served to motivate the
executive team when growth was recognized:
We had the team come together, look at their year at a glance and say like, what’s
working, what’s not working. What have we accomplished? And what people
overwhelmingly said was, “Wow, we’ve done 70% of what’s written down on
paper.” When you’re in it, in the moment, it feels like you’re not doing anything.
It was just the feeling of, actually, we are doing what we said we were going to
do.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents created a
commonly owned plan for success by reinforcing the habit of developing factual criteria
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to identify success. These artifacts included departmental scorecards for child food and
nutrition services, a district strategic plan for technology implementation, and
measurement indicators at the bottom of cabinet meeting agendas.
Research Question 4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to focus on the team over themselves? Effective school
leaders hire talented individuals and train high-performing teams to make decisions
(Kirtman, 2014). Research on effective executive teams has proven how strong leaders
create the conditions for team success (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, & Hackman, 2008).
These conditions include growing the capacity of teams to analyze problems within
clearly defined parameters, show initiative, and provide input on crucial topics to make
effective decisions (Wageman, Nunes, Burrus, & Hackman, 2008). To build leadership
capacity in teams, strong school leaders use coaching and modeling to stimulate
professional growth in others (Kirtman, 2014). Table 15 lists the four most common
practices superintendent participants referenced to build capacity with their executive
teams to focus on team over self.
Table 15: Most Common Practices for Focusing on Team Over Self
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency

Developing the team through
coaching, modeling, and
learning
Hiring talented leaders and
balancing personalities to
maximize performance
Promoting an environment
that seeks constructive
feedback from all

123

28

151

Total
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
39

65

12

77

20

54

23

77

20
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Recognizing individual
expertise and supporting
others in decision-making

67

16

83

21

Developing the team through coaching, modeling, and learning. This theme was
referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a combined
total of 151 times, representing 39% of coded entries for focusing on the team over self.
All participating superintendents discussed the importance of focusing on the
development of the executive team through coaching, modeling, and learning. As
expressed by Superintendent 4:
Individually focusing on the team, itself, is huge. You have to make it a priority.
You have to have professional learning as a goal, both individually and
collectively. You have to plan for it.
Participant 2 shared how building the leadership capacity of the executive team increased
the capacity of the entire organization to solve problems with greater effectiveness:
What I’m trying to do is develop thinkers within the organization and the thinkers
are actually what will help us if we sustain...If you lose good people, it will
collapse unless you’ve taught the rest of the system to think...It’s about teaching
the system to think.
Several participating superintendents discussed coaching as an important method for
helping executive team members develop personal professional skills and grow the
leadership capacity of the entire executive team. Participant 6 discussed contracting with
an outside consultant to provide coaching for the executive team:
In retrospect, that coaching has proven to be a good investment of time and
resources because...we’ll have a better foundation as a district...from a leadership
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perspective, I think we’ve been exposed to...the proper ways of not managing
schools, but leading schools for results.
Participating superintendents also discussed acting as mentors with executive team
members and hosting personal discussions about individual growth targets and
professional plans. Participant 1 stated:
One of the things I do every year is, I want to know what do you think you need
to grow on? I may have an opinion, but you tell me, here is your job description.
Here are the indicators that we’re setting for your division or your team. Where
can I help you?
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on team
over self by developing the team through coaching, modeling, and learning. Artifacts
included actions in a school district strategic plan to embed coaching to support staff to
develop interpersonal skills and skills for innovation and critical thinking, a contract with
an outside consultant to provide coaching for the executive team, and goals at a
leadership summit to build the capacity of the executive team.
Hiring talented leaders and balancing personalities to maximize performance.
This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and
artifacts a combined total of 77 times, representing 20% of coded entries for focusing on
the team over self. Participating superintendents communicated the importance of hiring
executives who were talented in their fields of expertise, had courage to make decisions,
showed good judgment, and brought a diverse perspective to the organization. Participant
5 discussed hiring a well-rounded team of superior individuals stating, “In terms of their
capacity, I would say I have a very well-rounded team. I’ve used a lot of tools...in the

145

past to select really superior candidates.” Participant 7 shared a philosophy of hiring a
diverse team of talented individuals with strengths in different areas to benefit the
decision-making power of the whole group:
One secret that I am keenly aware of is building a team, a diverse team of people
who are not like me and do not think like I do, so that I can leverage their
strengths in service of the team.
Specifically, Participant 6 discussed using the Workplace Personality Inventory as a
guide when making hiring decisions to ensure that people are results-oriented and
committed to student outcomes:
One thing I did in all my hires, whether it be at the senior level, the cabinet, or
people that we’ve been able to hire out in school leadership roles is use the
workplace inventories...We had people in leadership positions that were more
focused on either relational or process aspects of education versus the results and
the student outcomes that we sorely needed to address.
In a similar way, Participant 3 communicated how the Workplace Personality Inventory
was used to balance personalities to maximize performance:
Obviously, our administrators all have their own unique personalities, their own
strengths and weaknesses. And as I mentioned earlier, we utilize the WPI. We’ve
taken WPI scores on all of our administrative team to help guide us in a direction
where we can make sure that we’re aligning like minds.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on team over
self by hiring talented leaders and balancing personalities to maximize performance.
Collected artifacts included results from one superintendent’s entry plan, describing the
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executive team hiring new leadership in the district to improve student outcomes, and
another superintendent’s entry plan to build capacity in the executive team by using
personality inventories to address strengths and areas for growth.
Promoting an environment that seeks constructive feedback from all. This
theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a
combined total of 77 times, representing 20% of coded entries for focusing on the team
over self. Participating superintendents discussed the importance of creating a safe
environment for the executive leadership team to share ideas with one another in a
constructive manner to get to the heart of issues. To do this, participating superintendents
discussed the importance of modeling the ability to be self-critical and to accept
feedback. Participant 3 shared vulnerable conversations with the executive team:
I have to admit some of my shortcomings, I have to admit that I’m not always
right and you have to be a little vulnerable. And I think that for me has been
instrumental in helping people understand that you do have an important role here
and you definitely have a say in the matter and we need to promote that.
Participant 5 explained feedback processes used in executive team meetings to freely
share ideas and question one another to determine the best course of action:
My leadership team meetings from the beginning has been a war council
mentality. When we’re here, let’s throw ideas on the table. It doesn’t matter
whether my idea is the way to go or your idea is the way we go. Whatever’s the
best way to go is the way I want to go. And that in part would be poking holes in
something I may bring to the table. And it took a long time to get people to trust
that they could criticize the superintendent or criticize the plan or some idea.
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Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on team
over self by promoting and environment that seeks constructive feedback from all. These
artifacts included executive cabinet surveys sent to employees in the organization, asking
for feedback on performance, and presentations from consultants on how to receive
critical feedback.
Recognizing individual expertise and supporting others in decision-making.
This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and
artifacts a combined total of 83 times, representing 21% of coded entries for focusing on
the team over self. Participating superintendents noted that a major component of putting
the team over self was to encourage and require executive leaders to make decisions
within the organization. Participating superintendents shared the need to empower
executive team members to analyze situations, identify recommendations for moving
forward, and acting with confidence. Participant 5 explained:
Everybody has to do their job. If you can’t do your job, I have to find somebody
that can do it. That sounds blunt...I will demand of people: don’t come to me with
a problem and expect me to solve it. Come to me with a problem, analyze it, come
to me with some recommendations. And then we we’ll talk about how to do that.
It empowers people to take responsibility for what they need to do.
Participant 7 shared in a similar way the importance of putting trust in executive team
members to use their instincts to make decisions and solve problems:
I think that one thing is just saying to the team, “I trust your instinct. What do you
want to do? I’m actually not making this decision.” I sort of lay out the lines of
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what I want it to look like. And then after that, it’s like, I don’t actually care what
it’s going to be.
Participant 4 also stated:
When I first came...you weren’t empowered to make a decision...I said, “No
way.” Things will move way too slow. I trust, with the money that you’re making,
that you can make the decision. Sometimes you’re going to make a bad decision,
and that’s okay. It’s better to make some decisions and move it forward, rather
than wait for a meeting to move it forward...You’ve got to be empowered to make
a decision...I mean now, they’re making all sorts of decisions I’d wish they would
run past me, which is fine. I’d rather have it this way.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on team
over self by recognizing individual expertise and supporting others in decision-making.
These artifacts include superintendents allowing executive team members lead building
and site committee meetings, as reflected in meeting minutes, and superintendents
allowing executive team members to make presentations to the school board.
Research Question 5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and
sustainable results? Researchers have consistently argued the significance of the leader
to impact the overall organization’s ability to recognize, accept, and respond to drivers of
change both internally and externally (Ackerman-Anderson, 2010). Scholars have proven
that organizations can become complacent, and the leader is tasked with the
responsibility to raise individual and collective standards, increase transparency, and
encourage crucial conversations to force higher urgency to push thinking into new
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directions (Kotter, 2008; Kirtman, 2014). An effective school leader raises the level of
awareness while simultaneously building the capacity in the organization to sustain
change initiatives (Hargreaves, Boyle, & Harris, 2014; Kirtman, 2014). Table 16 lists the
two most common practices superintendent participants referenced to have a high sense
of urgency for change and sustainable results.
Table 16: Most Common Practices for Having a High Sense of Urgency for Change and
Sustainable Results
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Developing thinking and
60
13
73
28
managerial skills to enhance
strategic systems
Pushing the organization to
77
18
95
36
be productive and driven by
results

Developing thinking and managerial skills to enhance strategic systems. This
theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a
combined total of 73 times, representing 28% of coded entries for having a high sense of
urgency for change and sustainable results. Participating superintendents talked about
creating systems to link levels of the organization to one strategic plan. It was necessary
for executive cabinet members to understand these systems and actively work to enhance
the functionality of each system to serve members inside and outside of the organization.
Participant 4 commented:
The expectation is, we’re moving the dial forward in the district. We are going to
increase certain student achievement, and we are going to improve our customer
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service, because that’s just the culture of the district. We have to be serviceoriented, one, the district to the sites, and the sites to our communities.
Participant 5 compared the school district to a private corporation and reiterated the need
for executive leaders to have the skills to be effective managers and to be allowed the
freedom to make decisions on a large scale:
I treat this organization as a corporation in terms of its senior leadership team. I
try to delegate as much responsibility to them, let them use their talent and their
professionalism and provide support and guidance when necessary.
Participant 7 talked about specifically bringing the executive team together to plan and
evaluate structures in order to better support multiple levels of the organization and to
align systems:
We put systems in place to plan. That means looking at the calendar year in
advance and saying like, “These structures, these are the meetings. These are the
people who come to those meetings. These are the expectations you literally have
documents around. Who’s part of the team? What will that team look like? And
then that gets replicated at the school level, which also helps with alignment.
For Participant 2, increasing urgency around change and sustainable results required
repeatedly asking the executive team if the current systems in place were functional and
effective at accomplishing what they were intended to do:
We don’t want systems to fall apart. So really, it’s about trying to rethink: are
these systems at all effective? Do they get the desired outcome? Do people
understand them? Like the middle managers?
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Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results by developing thinking
and managerial skills to enhance strategic systems. These artifacts included a timeline
clearly identifying time for the executive cabinet to align district infrastructure to meet
and support identified goals. Another artifact included a task item in a superintendent’s
entry plan to work with the cabinet to analyze information gathered from community
meetings to develop a summary report of key findings.
Pushing the organization to be productive and driven by results. This theme was
referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a combined
total of 95 times, representing 36% of coded entries for having a high sense of urgency
for change and sustainable results. All participating superintendents discussed the
importance of regularly pushing the executive team and others in the organization to
continually embrace needed change. Superintendent 4 expressed the belief that urgency
starts with the role of the superintendent to set a tone to embrace continual change:
It’s my leadership. I am so urgent, there is no way...You wouldn’t be in a room
for an hour or a meeting without knowing that I charge hard. I know what I want,
I get what I want. We are improving this district and come alongside, and I’m
going to help and support.
Combined with this push to excel, participating superintendents focused executive team
energy on being productive and driven by results. For example, Participant 6 shared a
conversation with executive team members on the urgency of improving student
performance for the betterment of the district, town, state, and country:
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Having four schools in the bottom 10% is urgency enough. That’s more than half
our population across the district...So the urgency is our students having gaps and
the need to reduce those gaps, so our students can go out and compete for either
other careers, and/or positions at universities is critical. Because if our students
aren’t successful long-term, whether it be the city or state or the country, our
standard of living will not be as high.
Superintendent 7 discussed a strong push to encourage the executive team to move
forward with next steps in a more urgent manner even in the face of uncertainty, and then
work to identify and quantify what led to success:
I think the first important thing is to do something. Many times, what’s preventing
people from results is anxiety about taking the first step. So, the first step is just
do something. The second really critical step for sustainability is identifying what
did you do? What did you do that made that successful?
Superintendent 2 identified an opposite situation with the executive team trying to
balance the frustrations that often accompany being urgent with translating their sense of
urgency into realistic and productive results:
Not that I’m trying to tamp down their urgency, but their urgency is high to begin
with. So, for me, it’s about how do you translate the urgency? And I’m the same
way, I had to learn...I just want to say, here’s the data, people. Let’s get to work.
And, it’s really, that doesn’t resonate...And for my executive team it’s been about
helping balance their frustration...it’s been about how do they translate that
urgency into something productive as opposed to just like really a lot of
frustration.

153

Finally, Participant 2 stated, “We can’t tolerate being mediocre or less than mediocre. So,
we’ve taken a lot of initiatives and really pushed hard.”
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results by pushing the
organization to be productive and driven by results. Artifacts included executive cabinet
members making presentations to the school board to increase staffing for English
Learners and one superintendent’s entry timeline discussing short- and long-term goals
with the executive cabinet.
Research Question 6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
Exemplary superintendents continually improve their personal and professional
leadership skills by committing to continuous learning through reading and selfdevelopment (Kirtman, 2014). As leaders develop personal skills, they become
increasingly more capable of scanning the internal and external environments to forecast
the areas of necessary change in the organization (Kirtman 2014). Scholars in the field of
leadership regularly advance the need for leaders to be engaged in a continual process of
self-examination and renewal of vision and beliefs (Kouzes & Posner, 2006). Some
scholars have directly connected the leader’s ability for self-growth to the organization’s
ability to be receptive to change (Maxwell, 2018). Leaders oriented to self-improvement
model positive habits with followers within the organization (Kirtman, 2014; Maxwell,
2018). Table 17 lists the four most common practices superintendent participants
referenced to commit to continuous improvement of self and the organization.
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Table 17: Most Common Practices for Committing to Continuous Improvement of Self
and the Organization
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Coaching self-reflection and
78
17
95
33
modeling individual and
collective accountability
Listening with intention to
41
24
65
22
promote conversation around
different perspectives
Questioning everything and
51
8
59
20
looking ahead to expose new
possibilities and potential
outcomes
Removing barriers and
63
9
72
25
changing mentality to produce
the best outcomes

Coaching self-reflection and modeling individual and collective accountability.
This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and
artifacts a combined total of 95 times, representing 33% of coded entries for committing
to continuous improvement of self and the organization. To coach self-reflection,
superintendents discussed having one-on-one conversations about progress toward
individual and departmental goals, modeling self-reflection directly in executive team
meetings, and understanding the power the leader has to positively effect professional
and personal growth in others. Participant 4 pointed to the time and effort a
superintendent needs to develop a strong, reflective skills in their executive team:
I have a really strong team. It’s taken me almost three years to get them to where
they’re at, to be decision-makers, and hold themselves individually accountable,
and collectively accountable. But it’s taken some work to get us there.
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Participant 7 discussed one-on-one conversations used to coach the executive team and to
develop ongoing relationships to reflect on previously established goals and to ask
questions to clarify the next steps for the organization:
For me, that happens in one-to-one and that’s where I’m leveraging relationships.
But, also just the systems to track progress like, “We set this goal. We said we
were going to do it. Where are we towards that?” Or conversely, like, “You set
this goal. Look at what you did on your own. This is amazing! How do we keep
doing that? What do we need to do next?”
In a similar way, Participant 1 shared the importance of the superintendent both knowing
their leadership skills and the leadership skills of the executive team. Particularly,
Participant 1 coached the executive team to continually consider their decisions through
the lens of their personal value system:
They need to know who they are and how they lead. And I need to know who
they are and how they lead, because again, there’s some things you maybe can
change or not change. And what is your value system? I always say you measure
your decisions. Can you go at home and kiss your kids goodnight, and say, “I had
a good day!” What are you about? Did you sacrifice your values for something
and some of your decision-making?
Participant 3 shared a story about the executive team helping to have a difficult
conversation with two site principals about improvement. For Participant 3, it was
important for superintendents to have strong self-reflection skills to understand the power
they have over others in a positive or negative manner:
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I think it’s important for a leader to understand the strengths of his executive team
and where those strengths can be utilized. And a lot of times I think leaders don’t
understand their skillset, and they don’t understand the power that they have. This
morning, we had meetings with two of our principals, and one of the principals is
struggling right now with staff. And we talked with her, and we talked about ways
of being able to manage her staff and, “I’ve done this. I’ve tried this. Did you talk
with your colleagues?” Well, we talk, and I think part of it is really being able to
get to the point where you can have an authentic conversation, a direct
conversation.
Participant 5 discussed directly modeling self-reflection with the executive team to look
critically at their strengths and areas in need of improvement. Also, Participant 5 shared
the importance of the superintendent being honest with the executive cabinet to promote
a culture of honest efficiency:
I share my scores first before anybody else’s scores were shown. We pick apart
my stuff. How better to lead than by example? Here’s my scores. Here’s how I
like to work. Here’s how I don’t like to work. It was important for them to know
how I think without having to take five years to learn it, which is the case in a lot
of places.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
committing to continual improvement of self and others by coaching self-reflection and
modeling individual and collective accountability. These artifacts included a list of all
executive cabinet members’ scores on the Workplace Personality Inventory, used to spur
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conversations about personal growth. Other artifacts included a superintendent’s entry
plan, sharing a personal values statement based on trust, honesty, and respect.
Listening with intention to promote conversation around different perspectives.
This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and
artifacts a combined total of 65 times, representing 22% of coded entries for committing
to continuous improvement of self and the organization. Participating superintendents
discussed the importance of promoting conversations with executive cabinet members,
other leaders in the organization, and stakeholder groups in the community supporting the
schools. Participating superintendents modeled listening skills in order to give voice to
multiple people and to uncover possible solutions from different perspectives. Participant
5 shared the importance of creating a listening culture to counteract confirmation bias and
to prevent echo chambers from insulating information-sharing and decision-making:
We don’t play. I try to avoid confirmation bias and a confirmation bias
environment. I don’t want an echo chamber for what we do. And that’s how I
really try to drive our construct here as a leadership team...I mentioned
confirmation bias. I’m a huge believer in trying to avoid that and avoid that echo
chamber where, if I sit in the principal’s office or the superintendent’s office, I
think I know everything about everything in my school district.
Participant 7 also shared the need for executive leadership to create a listening culture in
the school district to prevent the central office from becoming disconnected from sitelevel administrators, teachers, and parents:
I think one of the most important things for CEOs or anyone who’s at the top of
the organization is to try to figure out what is happening on the ground and not
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create too many layers that insulate you from that information because the more
in touch and connected you are with what’s happening on the ground, the less
likely you are to have crisis internally.
Participant 4 explained specific examples of how efforts were made from the
superintendent’s office and the executive team to purposefully listen to multiple
stakeholders in the school district when determining the organization’s vision, mission,
and goals:
I went on what I called a Listening and Learning Journey...We did four
community meetings. I met with the principals...I met with district office folk,
parents...and I asked just a couple questions...“What’s working well for our
schools? What is not working well for our schools, and what is your vision? What
would you like to see?”
To further demonstrate specific strategies for listening to others, Participant 3 discussed
having the executive team set the central office meeting agendas:
When it comes time to set agendas, the agendas don’t come from me. I mean, I
may add items, but the agendas come from our administrative team. Our central
office agenda items are brought forward by departments.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
committing to continual improvement of self and others by listening with intention to
promote conversations around different perspectives. Collected artifacts included one
superintendent’s timeline for the process of converting Listening and Learning walks into
district goals by synthesizing feedback collected from numerous stakeholder groups.
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Other artifacts included executive cabinet meetings where two members of the team
conducted structured conversations about personal goals.
Questioning everything and looking ahead to expose new possibilities and
potential outcomes. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through
interviews and artifacts a combined total of 59 times, representing 20% of coded entries
for committing to continuous improvement of self and the organization. Participating
superintendents used questioning techniques to prompt thinking in their executive teams
to consider new possibilities and potential outcomes. Specifically, participating
superintendents considered one of the primary tasks of the organization to be questioning
all facets of the school district and maintaining all systems under constant review,
constantly subject to change. For example, Superintendent 6 shared, “I have always said
over the last few years, I’m not married to anything or any particular model or way of
doing things here, in that everything was open for review.” Participant 2 revealed
questions asked of executive team members in order to question traditional practices for
efficiency and effectiveness:
Do we really need to be doing that? Beyond we’ve always done it this way, is this
the best, most efficient way to do it, or is it the way we’re most comfortable with?
So, I spent a lot of time on that. Ask the questions, because I think unless you
have a deep understanding of why, which doesn’t always occur, it’s going to be
very hard to challenge the status quo. So, I would say primarily that is about
questioning.
Likewise, Participant 4 communicated:
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Center to it all is you have to question everything, individually and the people that
you supervise. Just because you always did it that way doesn’t mean that you
have to do it that way, so let’s be innovative in our thinking.
Finally, Participant 1 added a line of questioning used to get executive team members to
quantify organizational improvement:
But it’s always, again, what is best? What is best? Let’s define it. But let’s put
numbers to it. What does the data say? What does it really say? What is it telling
us? Let’s be open to change because, if not, then we’re always going to be the
same.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
committing to continual improvement of self and others by questioning everything and
looking ahead to expose new possibilities and potential outcomes. Collected artifacts
included an action in one district strategic plan to continue to research and define
educational models by asking questions to challenge the current system. Likewise,
another collected artifact included agenda items in a Leadership Summit meeting to have
executive cabinet members conduct needs assessments on their departments.
Removing barriers and changing mentality to produce the best outcomes. This
theme was referenced by participating superintendents through interviews and artifacts a
combined total of 72 times, representing 25% of coded entries for committing to
continuous improvement of self and the organization. Participating superintendents
discussed changing mentality for the entire organization and using the executive team to
set the tone to produce the best outcomes. Superintendents mentioned dramatically
changing existing practices when they started in the role of superintendent, and they

161

shared stories about helping executive team members begin to see the organization in a
new way. Participant 3 discussed conversations conducted with the executive team
around the change process and developing the persistence to persevere with new
directions despite outside forces trying to slow things down:
It’s making a very clear communication around the fact that this is not a sprint.
It’s a marathon, and there are going to continue to be opportunities moving
forward for us to make significant change.
Participant 2 discussed maintaining the integrity of the system by changing mentality to
reflect a consistent logic about how things operate and are done:
I want the systems to keep going. I want to make sure that things are thorough,
that they make sense. Because when we got here, nothing made sense, frankly.
So, we’ve been trying to straighten out, I’ll say, the logic behind how we operate.
Participant 4 shared a story about being very decisive in communicating to the executive
team how a mentality to change needed to occur and may require changes in job
assignments to ensure progress. Participant 4 communicated to her executive team:
If you can’t get on this train, then I will support you in getting off the train, and
that’s okay. Not everyone can run as fast. I did do that. I mean, there was a
cabinet member that didn’t make it, and that was okay. We didn’t leave in a
negative way like, “Oh, she’s getting fired.” It was just, couldn’t keep up, but
here’s another spot for you. The way that I described it to everyone is, I re-orged.
Because I did a huge re-org the second year. Everyone has a seat on the bus. Do
not worry about your job.
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Finally, Participant 6 described bringing in an outside consultant to conduct a study on
equity and inclusivity with the executive cabinet and other leaders in the school district.
The program built cultural competency awareness and changed mentalities around
unspoken barriers in the organization:
Over the last year, we had an inclusivity appraisal performed by an outside firm,
and it really, I don’t know if they showed us something that we didn’t know, but
they put it in a very understandable framework in terms of the gaps between, let’s
just say, our staff and our students beyond the demographics...Not only from
senior leadership, but from an overall school perspective, and that how important
it is that we do a better job at that.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
committing to continual improvement of self and others by removing barriers and
changing mentality to produce the best outcomes. Collected artifacts included school
board minutes when executive cabinet members shared the results of continuously
restructuring curriculum and instruction to produced better student outcomes. Also,
additional collected artifacts included clarifications about reorganization of central office
roles in a superintendent’s presentation.
Research Question 7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership
capacity in their executive teams to build external partnerships and networks? Effective
superintendents and other school leaders engage in networking with outside partners in
other education fields and in the community at large (Kirtman, 2014). These
superintendents function as leaders who connect typically unrelated people and
organizations to similar ideas and resources (Ibarra & Hansen, 2011). Research has
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proven the impact strong connecting networks can have on growing an organization’s
ability to secure resources, gain knowledge, broaden perspective, and increase
understanding about complex issues (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Hargreaves, Boyle &
Harris, 2014). Collaboration with competitors improves the social and motivational value
of employees, and school improvement occurs when leaders network with outside
partnerships and private organizations in a global way (Hargreaves, Boyle & Harris,
2014; Rincon-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016). Table 18 lists the two most common practices
superintendent participants referenced to build external networks and partnerships.
Table 18: Most Common Practices for Building External Networks and Partnerships
Common Practice
Interview
Artifact
Total
Total
Frequency Frequency
Frequency
Frequency
by % of
Leadership
Competency
Intentionally providing
71
6
77
52
multiple opportunities to join
local and national groups to
gain experience and gather
new ideas
Broadcast the organization
54
17
71
48
through technology, media,
and relationships in the
community

Intentionally providing multiple opportunities to join local and national groups
to gain experience and gather new ideas. This theme was referenced by participating
superintendents through interviews and artifacts a combined total of 77 times,
representing 52% of coded entries for building external networks and partnerships.
Participating superintendents understood networking as an opportunity for their executive
cabinet members to broaden their perspectives, increase exposure to new ideas, and grow
the capacity of the entire organization. Also, superintendents recognized networking with
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job-alike groups in other school districts as a way to provide context and to combat
isolation. For some, networking included participation in professional associations such
as AASA or ACSA. Superintendent 7 shared how networking helped the executive team
to raise collective expectations through exposure to other high-performing school
organizations:
I think what I have really pushed for is being a part of other high-performing
charter networks and their structures so that there’s the same bar of excellence,
peers, and you get support and feedback and all of those things...these intentional
opportunities are helpful. So, you can check in with what other people are doing
across the country who are in similar roles. At the very least to leave with a sense
of like, okay, this is similar types of work regardless of where I am, or this is
unique to my particular context.
Superintendent 5 shared similar beliefs about the value of using networking to reduce
stress by allowing opportunities to gain understanding from other people in similar roles
in other organizations:
I encourage my people to join those groups. And...if nothing else, those job-alike
groups...if it’s just you get to complain for an hour and a half and share the insane
stories you have, you at least understand that everybody’s going through the same
thing and it provides a sense of calm and it provides some relativism for what
you’re going through.
At times, superintendents required executive team members to purposefully
network with other job-alike groups to broaden perspectives and gain exposure to
new ways to think.
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Participant 4 stated:
You’ve got to see that there’s a big world out there. Folks have some great ideas,
and I’m all about stealing ideas. Just take it...That’s what I encourage folks...Not
encourage, I actually require it of two of them, because they’re so closed-minded.
Not closed-minded...They only see what they see, because that’s all they know.
I’ve required it of a couple of them as well.
Finally, Participant 2 shared the encouragement given to executive team members to
include other internal leaders in the networks they have already established to encourage
professional growth and expand influence:
In addition to them building external networks and partnerships, I also want them
to include in those partnerships, internal people...I want them to be thinking about
the people that work with us and are you creating, are you involving them or
encouraging them to engage in these partnerships from networks. So, if we have a
really talented high school AP, what are we doing to help her grow?
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
intentionally providing multiple opportunities to join local and national groups to gain
experience and gather new ideas. Collected artifacts included school board minutes
noting recommendations from an outside educational visiting team for the Curriculum
and Instruction department. Also, one collected artifact included a contract from an
outside leadership coach to support the professional development of the executive team.
Broadcast the organization through technology, media, and relationships in the
community. This theme was referenced by participating superintendents through
interviews and artifacts a combined total of 71 times, representing 48% of coded entries
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for building external networks and partnerships. Participating superintendents shared the
importance of building capacity in their executive team members to involve groups and
organizations outside of the field of education to further the goals of the school district.
For some superintendents, this involved partnering with media companies in the
community to publicize the accomplishments or clarify the responses of the school
district. Participant 3 shared:
I think in terms of building the capacity, it’s giving them the ability to and saying
“Yes”...If they’re coming to me and they’re saying, “Hey we have this particular
problem. Can we get out into the community on this? Is it okay if I do a
newspaper article...I’m not averse to having our assistant superintendent be
quoted and do an article or one of our principals to participate in that.
Also, superintendents commented about building partnerships with community
organizations that became mutually beneficial to strengthen the connections between the
school district and businesses. Participant 3 also shared:
Our technology team is front and center. I also would say we have shared
services, so our IT team not only works with the school district but works with the
town as well, and that has been extraordinarily fruitful. And that was one of those
things we did in the past. They said it can’t be done. We can’t do it. We’ve done
it.
Participant 7 shared how creating lasting and beneficial networks doesn’t necessarily
have to involve formal partnerships with businesses or media. Instead, Participant 7
discussed the significance of treating every encounter with members of the community as
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opportunities to create partnerships to advance the goals of the school district to increase
student outcomes:
There are multiple opportunities for the team to learn from others in the sector and
the field. I think the other thing is building networks within your community
without intentionality. Like you’re just talking to people and somehow that might
lead to something else later on, right? Like you’re just talking to a family friend
who’s in medicine, and then a kid needs a medical expert who I know...Not just
networking to an endgame, but just kind of, who’s doing interesting, cool stuff
that might be useful to our networks.
Several artifacts demonstrated how participating superintendents focused on
broadcasting the organization through technology, media, and relationships in the
community. Collected artifacts included school board minutes explaining a presentation
made by an executive team member who shared partnerships with hospitals and
community colleges to provide course offerings at the high school. Other collected
artifacts included a school district’s pamphlet advertising to businesses the benefits of
working with schools in the community.
Summary
The purpose of this multiple case study was to describe how exemplary public
school superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using Lyle
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders as a framework. The sample
of superintendents in this study were chosen as exemplary because each superintendent
had been in their current position for at least three years, consulted with Lyle Kirtman
while in the role of superintendent, and were chosen by an expert panel to participate.
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Eight superintendents were invited, and seven superintendents participated in the data
collection process. Participating superintendents answered semi-structured interview
questions using a protocol developed by the researcher. Also, artifacts were collected
from participating superintendents to corroborate statements made during the interview
process.
Brief Summary of Findings
After conducting analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews
and collected artifacts, 100% of the seven participating superintendents in the multiple
case study described using each of Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies to build
leadership capacity with their executive teams. Superintendents referenced using the
competency of focusing on the team over self the most, with a frequency of 388 out of
1,748 total coded entries in the study. The competency of focusing on team over self
resulted in 22% of the coded entries in the study. Committing to continuous improvement
was the second highest referenced competency for superintendents when asked to
describe how they build leadership capacity with their executive teams. Committing to
continuous improvement was mentioned by superintendents with a frequency of 291
coded entries and an overall 17% of collected data. The competency mentioned with the
least frequency was building external networks and partnerships. Participating
superintendents described building external networks and partnerships with a frequency
of 148, representing 8% of the total coded entries for the study. Likewise, creating a
commonly owned plan for success was only referenced by participating superintendents
11% of the time, with a frequency of 197 out of a total 1,748 coded entries. Finally, when
looking specifically at the relation between “push” and “pull” strategies mentioned in the
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study, participating superintendents favored using “pull” strategies to build leadership
capacity with their executive teams. Superintendents referenced “pull” strategies with a
frequency of 50% of coded entries, compared to “push” strategies with a frequency of
42% of coded entries.
In total, 21 common practices emerged from the seven semi-structured interviews
and the 42 collected artifacts in the multiple case study. Themes that did not emerge as
substantial included prioritizing student success, maintaining high expectations,
delegating responsibility, contracting with consultants to do studies, and relying on the
executive team to tell the story. Each of the 21 common practices were referenced by all
seven of the participating superintendents as strategies used to build leadership with their
executive teams. Four common practices described how superintendents focused on team
over self when building leadership capacity with their executive teams. Also, four
common practices described how superintendents committed to continuous improvement
with their executive teams, and four common practices described how superintendents
created a commonly owned plan for success. Three common practices described how
superintendents built trust through clear communication and expectations. Two common
practices were identified for each of the competencies for challenging the status quo,
having a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results, and building external
networks and partnerships.
The most referenced common practice describing how superintendents build
leadership capacity with their executive teams was developing the team through
coaching, modeling, and learning, with a total frequency of 151 coded entries,
representing 9% of the overall collected data in the study. Three common practices were
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referenced with 95 coded entries each in the study. These common practices included
challenging each other to redefine roles and modify current practices, pushing the
organization to be productive and driven by results, and coaching self-reflection and
modeling individual and collective accountability. The common practice of recognizing
individual expertise and supporting others in decision-making was mentioned with a
frequency of 83. The five most referenced common practices represented a combined
total of 30% of the entire coded entries for the multiple case study.
Chapter IV reviewed the purpose and research questions of the study, summarized
methodology, and presented collected data. Based upon the data collected, key findings
were uncovered to describe how superintendents build leadership capacity with their
executive teams using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders. The
contents of Chapter V provide a more thorough and detailed summary of the study’s
major findings, unexpected findings, conclusions based upon the major findings,
implications for future actions, and recommendations for researchers to conduct further
study. The research will conclude Chapter V with closing remarks and reflections.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This multiple case study described how exemplary superintendents build
leadership capacity with their executive teams, using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven
Competencies for School Leadership as a framework. This multiple case study uncovered
21 common practices and seven major findings based upon a thorough analysis of
substantial data collected from interviews and artifacts from seven exemplary
superintendents throughout the United States. In Chapter V, the major findings of this
study will be articulated, followed by conclusions based upon these findings, implications
for action for superintendents and other school leaders, and recommendations for future
research on how superintendents can build leadership capacity with their executive teams
and other leaders in school organizations. Following this presentation, the researcher of
this study will conclude Chapter V with remarks and reflections.
The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive multiple case study was to describe
how exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams
using the Seven Competencies for School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014): challenge the
status quo, grow trust through clear communication and expectations, create a commonly
owned plan for success, focus on the team over self, create a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results, commit to continuous improvement, and develop external
networks and partnerships.
Seven research questions guided this study on how superintendents build
leadership capacity with their executive teams. The seven research questions guiding this
study directly connected to Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership
and are as follows:
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1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to challenge the status quo?
2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a commonly owned plan for success?
4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to focus on the team over themselves?
5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results?
6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to build external partnerships and networks?
Seven superintendents throughout the United States participated in this multiple
case study, taken as a sample from over 500 public school superintendents who directly
consulted with Lyle Kirtman. To be considered exemplary, each superintendent
demonstrated all the following criteria:
•

Has directly consulted with Lyle Kirtman (2014) to implement the Seven
Competencies for School Leaders.

•

Is identified as exemplary by a panel of experts who have knowledge of the work
of the superintendent using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School
Leadership to develop executive teams.
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•

Has, at a minimum, three years of experience as a superintendent.

Dr. Michael Fullan and Lyle Kirtman served as the expert panel to select a list of
exemplary superintendents for this multiple case study. All selected superintendents were
invited, with seven superintendents agreeing to participate in the study. Participating
superintendents came from the Northeast, Southwest, and Pacific Northwest regions of
the United States and currently worked in school districts with enrollment ranging from
2,100 to 40,000 students.
Superintendents participated in semi-structured interviews using the Leadership
Competency Interview Protocol (Appendix G) designed by the researcher. The
Leadership Competency Protocol included 15 questions tied directly to Kirtman’s (2014)
leadership framework and was vetted for reliability using a pilot study. Artifacts were
submitted directly from two of the seven superintendents, and other artifacts were
collected by downloading digital content from school district websites, school board
meetings, and online presentations. In total, seven interviews and 42 artifacts yielded
1,748 coded entries that were analyzed to uncover 21 common practices and seven major
findings about how superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams
using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership.
Major Findings
The purpose of this descriptive, multiple case study was to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using
Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. Kirtman’s leadership
framework includes challenging the status quo, building trust through clear
communication and expectations, creating a commonly owned plan for success, focusing
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on the team over self, creating a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results,
committing to continuous improvement, and developing external networks and
partnerships. The results of this multiple case study produced seven major findings.
Research Question 1
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to challenge the status quo?
Major finding 1: Superintendents challenge their executive teams to diversify
thinking, redefine roles and modify practices. Superintendents build leadership
capacity by requiring their executive teams to look outside the organization to diversify
thinking, redefine roles and modify practices. All seven of the participating
superintendents referenced this theme a total of 95 times, representing 46% of all entries
made for challenging the status quo with their executive teams. Challenging the status
quo required superintendents to continually question the executive leaders in a school
district to scrutinize every role, practice, and tradition for effectiveness. Ineffective roles,
practices, and traditions were often redefined or modified based upon new ideas
generated and gathered from outside the organization. As the leader, superintendents in
this study consistently built the capacity of the executive team to diversify their thinking
by consulting with multiple stakeholder groups, cooperating with private-sector partners,
and hiring individuals from non-educational fields. Superintendents questioned the
executive team consistently to challenge current reality and to introduce new ideas
emerging from diverse perspectives, intentionally grounded in specific efforts to improve
the effectiveness of the organization. This finding is consistent with the study of
Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris (2014) that determined how successful school districts used
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challenges and perspectives from outside the educational organization to improve
effectiveness.
Research Question 2
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
Major finding 2: Superintendents create a safe culture to address conflict
and agree on solutions. Superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams by creating a safe environment with healthy conflict to challenge and align
messaging to build trust. Participating superintendents acknowledged the potential for
conflict to arise with members of the executive team, and they recognized the opportunity
to create a safe culture with the executive team through these potentially difficult
situations. All seven of the participating superintendents referenced this theme 76 times,
representing 30% of the total entries made for building trust through clear communication
and expectations with their executive teams. Superintendents discussed creating a
psychologically safe environment where opinions could be shared freely and challenged
openly by all members of the executive team. This included strategies for the executive
team to create meeting agenda items, to implement protocols to guide discussions, and to
conduct one-on-one conversations with executive team members about professional goals
and personal accountability. For some, building a safe culture to productively engage in
conflict required the superintendent to explicitly model self-evaluation, and to receive
personal criticism. As Fullan and Kirtman (2019) stated, “To gain trust, leaders must be
vulnerable and able to effectively hear and value critical feedback and be comfortable
working through conflict.” (p. 25) For all superintendents in this study, conversations
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surrounding conflict were never personal, but rather were focused on results and on
finding better solutions to discovered problems.
Research Question 3
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a commonly owned plan for success?
Major finding 3: Superintendents collaborate with their executive teams on
mission, vision, values, and strategy to create ownership and commitment for future
direction. In this multiple case study, participating superintendents discussed the
importance of building the capacity of the executive team to commit to a collective value
system, which became a combined strategy for the future direction of the organization.
Data collected from all superintendents in the study referenced this common practice 58
times, reflecting 30% of the overall coded entries for the competency of creating a
commonly owned plan for success. Superintendents discussed intentionally providing
opportunities for executive team members to collaborate with other leaders to discuss the
organization’s mission and values, to align thinking and messaging about important
decisions, to reinforce a consistent and coherent mentality toward change, and to promote
conversations around a common philosophy. Scholars have suggested how effective
superintendents include other school leaders in the planning of a combined strategy to
increase transparency and to build trust at multiple levels of the school district (Fullan &
Quinn, 2016; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). This finding is supported by the research of
Marzano & Waters (2009) that statistically proved how the collective values of executive
leadership directly benefited student learning outcomes when a combined strategy was
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implemented system-wide through clearly articulated organizational goals linked to
ongoing monitoring tools.
Research Question 4
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to focus on the team over themselves?
Major finding 4: Superintendents develop the team individually and
collectively through coaching, modeling, and learning. Superintendents build
leadership capacity in their executive teams by learning together, utilizing literature,
research, outside coaches and self-assessment instruments to drive individual and
collective team growth. Throughout the multiple case study, participating superintendents
described strategies they used to coach individual and collective growth in their executive
teams, to model professional behaviors and decisions, and to purposefully expose other
school leaders to literature to learn about leadership practices. This common practice was
cited 151 times in the coded entries of the multiple case study, representing 39% of the
data supporting the competency of focusing on team over self. Participating
superintendents described organizing activities in executive team meetings to model
communication strategies, to lead discussions on recently published books on leadership,
and to contract with outside coaches to meet individually with executive team members
to improve professional growth. Superintendents discussed giving executive team
members personality assessments such as the Workplace Personality Inventory (WPI) to
identify and monitor individual professional goals based upon strengths and weaknesses.
Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, and Hackman (2008) explored how senior leaders built the
leadership capacity of executive teams by creating the conditions for team success, which
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included the use of coaching and modeling at critical phases of team development.
Modeling learning by the leader has been communicated as an important factor in
establishing new leadership patterns and behaviors in a school organization (Fullan &
Kirtman, 2019).
Research Question 5
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results?
Major finding 5: Superintendents build capacity by ensuring productive
action driven by results. In this study, data collected from participating superintendents
referenced this major finding and common practice 95 times, representing 36% of the
combined coded entries for the leadership competency of creating a high sense of
urgency for change and sustainable results. Superintendents talked specifically about how
executive team members were urgent in recognizing and demanding change within the
organization. However, superintendents also discussed the challenge of translating this
urgency to productive action with executive team members. To do this, participating
superintendents had to push the conversation past why the change was necessary to how
the change would be designed and implemented. To shift the conversation toward
productivity, participating superintendents required executive team members to name the
successful change, to identify the results of the successful change, and to backward-plan
steps to achieve the successful change. This finding is supported by Hargreaves, Boyle
and Harris (2014) who demonstrated how sustained results were made possible when
future goals were connected to traditional values, and growth was managed reasonably by
linking short-term gains to long-term goals. Fullan and Quinn (2016) determined how
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effective change required capacity-building to connect new possibilities to current
practice and honest conversations about results. “Leaders must be results-oriented rather
than task-focused” (p. 13), wrote Fullan and Kirtman (2019).
Research Question 6
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
Major finding 6: Superintendents increase the self-reflection of executive
teams to be individually accountable to the team and the organization. Participating
superintendents reiterated the necessity of modeling and coaching self-reflection in their
executive teams to be increasingly more accountable individually and collectively to the
team and to the organization. This common practice was reflected in 33% of the
combined data entries for the leadership competency of committing to continuous
improvement of self and the organization with 95 coded entries. Superintendents in the
multiple case study shared habits of questioning themselves and their executive team
members to consider whether current performance was sufficient or whether expectations
should be raised individually or collectively to do better. Participating superintendents
modeled how to receive critical feedback. Superintendents discussed the importance of
leaders knowing themselves and their leadership styles to maximize teamwork and
further organizational goals. Recent studies have posited the need for collective
accountability to be preceded by individual accountability for truly transformational
change to be encompassing, sustainable, and prevalent (Fullan & Quinn, 2014; Fullan &
Kirtman, 2019).
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Research Question 7
How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to build external partnerships and networks?
Major finding 7: Superintendents require executive teams to participate in
professional associations to grow in skill, to broaden perspective, and to respond to
external environmental factors. Superintendents build leadership capacity in their
executive teams by encouraging the building of professional affiliations, networking, jobalike groups and by nurturing professional relationships both inside and outside the
organization. This major finding was reflected in 77 entries, representing a total of 52%
of the coded entries for the leadership competency of building external networks and
partnerships. Specifically, some superintendents required executive team members to
participate in job-alike groups in local regions and in national associations to grow in
professional skill, to broaden perspective, and to increase the capacity of the organization
to respond to external environmental factors. Similarly, executive team members were
encouraged to include other organizational leaders within their established networks to
advance professional connections in the educational community. Executive leaders also
networked with other leaders within the organization at the recommendation of
superintendents to increase camaraderie and relieve stress. Rincon-Gallardo and Fullan
(2016) supported this major finding in their studies of successful school organizations
that combined internal efforts with networking with outside partners and private
organizations. Kirtman (2014) concluded that external networking was a key indicator of
superintendent success and involved the ability to engage multiple stakeholders and
establish contacts to garner useful resources for the organization.
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Unexpected Findings
In this multiple case study, three unexpected findings were discovered after an
analysis of the collected data. The three unexpected findings include the low frequency of
response for creating a commonly owned plan for success, a reliance on ‘pull’ rather than
‘push’ strategies, and the low number of coded entries regarding student success. Further
details on each of these items will paint a clearer picture of their nature.
Unexpected Finding 1: The Low Frequency of Response for Creating a Commonly
Owned Plan for Success Was Unexpected. The leadership competency of creating a
commonly owned plan for success was only referenced with a frequency of 197, which
was 11% of the overall coded entries for the entire study. This is a surprising and
unexpected finding because past reform efforts and studies in the field of education have
favored the use of commonly owned plans (Marzano & Waters, 2009). For example,
Marzano and Waters’ (2009) seminal study on district leaders articulated four out of six
findings directly tied to collaborative goal-setting, making goals nonnegotiable, creating
board alignment with district-wide goals, and monitoring achievement of goals.
Unexpected Finding 2: A Reliance on “Pull” Rather than “Push” Strategies Was
Unexpected. Superintendents in this study used “pull” strategies more often in coded
entries to build leadership capacity with their executive teams. “Pull” strategies
demonstrate a leader’s strengths to build teamwork, develop internal accountability, and
grow culture, while “push” strategies include a leader’s ability to create systems, to
leverage policies, and to implement action plans (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan &
Kirtman, 2019). This unexpected finding supported the work of Fullan & Quinn (2016)
and Kirtman (2014) by recognizing the pattern of strong educational leaders investing
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tremendous effort in building individual accountability, leadership capacity, and a culture
of teamwork as the foundation for systemic and coherent organizational change.
Unexpected Finding 3: The Low Number of Coded Entries Regarding Student
Success Was Unexpected. Finally, an unexpected finding included a low number of
coded entries for superintendents in the study prioritizing student success above all else.
In this multiple case study, only five of seven superintendents referenced prioritizing
student success in 48 coded entries, representing 18% of the 291 coded entries for having
a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results. Although several
superintendents described strategies used to narrow the divide between the central office
and the classroom, this unexpected finding suggested the tendency of executive teams to
be disconnected as a continued challenge for superintendent leadership. The focus of this
study was specifically on how superintendents built leadership with their executive
teams, and executive team leadership is removed furthest from student activities in the
classroom in a school organization.
Conclusions
The major findings of this multiple case study were used to articulate conclusions
regarding how superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams by
using Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. Along with the
major findings, conclusions have been formed in conjunction with the review of literature
defining superintendent leadership, capacity-building, executive teams, and coaching.
The conclusions also reflect the research questions of this study.
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Conclusion 1: Superintendents Who Provide Multiple Opportunities for Executive
Members to Diversify Their Thinking and Experiences Will Build Strong,
Innovative Executive Teams.
Based on the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher concluded
that superintendents who build the capacity of their executive teams to redefine roles and
modify current practices to challenge the status quo provide multiple opportunities for
executive members to diversify their thinking and experiences. When thinking is
diversified, executive team members habitually challenge current practices and traditions
using unique perspectives, new possibilities, and innovative action before problems occur
(Heath, 2020). Examples of strategies to diversify thinking include executive team
members hosting committee meetings with parents and businesses, designing course
offerings in conjunction with local colleges, contracting with consultants for professional
development, visiting other high-performing school districts, and hiring leaders from the
private sector. Successful superintendents require executive teams to network and partner
with systems and people both related and unrelated to the field of education. Networking
broadens perspectives, exposes leaders to other high-performing organizations, and uses
competition as a source of motivation to continually consider new possibilities for the
future. Diverse thinking requires multicultural intelligence from the superintendent and
the executive team to ensure equitable voice and representation of gender, race, and
ethnicity as reflective of the organization’s values and the community (Moua, 2010).
When the thinking of the executive team is diverse, the organization has the capacity to
continually scan the external environment to ensure relevance in an era of
transformational change (Anderson & Ackerman-Anderson, 2010).
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Conclusion 2: Superintendents Who Model and Use Interactive Communication
Methods Will Build a Culture of Trust, Teamwork and Collaboration.
Based on the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher concluded
that superintendents who build the leadership capacity of their executive teams to
communicate freely in a trusting environment use interactive forms of communication to
align messaging and to ensure equal access to information. Interactive communication
methods include the shared creation of agendas and plans, one-on-one conversations to
build relationships, collaborative use of technology, and modeling by the superintendent
on how to give and receive critical feedback. Interactive communication requires the
superintendent to be vulnerable in sharing thoughts, struggles, and soliciting advice from
the executive team to promote a culture of trust, teamwork, and collaboration (Lencioni,
2002; Fullan & Kirtman, 2010). To promote an environment of interactive
communication, superintendents must master the skill of navigating crucial conversations
with the executive team by deescalating emotionally charged situations, staying calm,
and being direct and honest about corrective action and next steps (Kouzes & Posner,
2006; Patterson, Grenny, McMillan & Switzler, 2012). A culture of trust and
collaboration grows between the superintendent and the executive team when interactions
include active listening, the use of intercultural understanding, the proper reading of
nonverbal cues, credibility in following through on commitments, and predictability
created when leadership behaviors are consistent with communicated outcomes
(Kowalski, 2000; Moua, 2010; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019).

185

Conclusion 3: Superintendents Who Require Executive Members to Use Factual
Criteria to Evaluate Common Plans Will Convert Conversations into Successful
Action.
Based upon the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher
concluded that superintendents who build the leadership capacity to commit to common
values and a shared strategy require the executive team to develop factual criteria to
measure the success and effectiveness of their plans. Superintendents build the capacity
in successful executive teams to create plans, whether minor or ambitious, that are
grounded firmly in previously defined benchmarks for growth. A well-developed and
executed plan considers the broad impact of district goals on all stakeholders at multiple
levels of the organization (Fullan & Quinn, 2016) Also, executive team plans based on
factual criteria are narrow, focus on workability with practical results, and are reduced to
no more than three pages for coherence (Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). Factually driven plans
explicitly name roles and responsibilities to clarify expectations, so conversations are
converted readily into actions and outcomes.
Conclusion 4: Superintendents Who Support the Growth and Individual Expertise
of Executive Members Will Increase the Capacity for Shared Leadership and
Decision Making.
Based upon the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher
concluded that superintendents who coach the growth of individual expertise and model
leadership development do so to support the executive team in their increased capacity to
make decisions and to share leadership. Superintendents recognize that coaching,
modeling, and learning results in the creation of a high-performing executive team that is
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balanced in skill and personalities, seeks constructive feedback from everyone, and joins
in telling the story of the school district (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Kirtman, 2014).
Successful superintendents recognize the limits of their ability to impact and influence
systemic, organizational change by themselves. As a result, effective superintendents
build the capacity in their executive teams to share leadership in the decision-making
process, and they purposefully distribute the responsibilities of leadership by empowering
their executive teams to embrace the role of decision-makers (Kotter, 2012; Fullan &
Quinn, 2016; Fullan & Kirtman, 2019). A high-performing executive team increases a
culture of teamwork, expands intrapreneurial enterprise by empowering individuals to be
creative, promotes a climate of positive self-efficacy, and contributes to a focused and
coherent direction throughout the organization (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Fullan & Quinn,
2016). To create a high-performing team, the top priority of a superintendent is to hire
talented and diverse members of the executive team and to balance individual skills and
personalities to maximize performance and decision-making ability.
Conclusion 5: Superintendents Who Develop the Thinking and Managerial Skills of
the Executive Team Will Increase Productivity and Sustain Results.
Based upon the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher
concluded that superintendents who build leadership capacity to produce and sustain
results develop the thinking and managerial skills of their executive team members.
Effective superintendents understand the practical challenges of implementation inherent
to any planning or decision-making process (Harvey, Bearley & Corkrum, 1997).
Likewise, successful superintendents are aware of the dangers of micromanaging the
actions and decisions of other leaders in the organization (Fullan & Kirtman, 2016). To
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counter the tendency for progress to be stymied by unproductive routines and behaviors,
effective superintendents model managerial and thinking skills for their executive teams
to approach problems with the proper mindset, define the key components of problems,
work collaboratively with others to identify possible solutions, choose the correct
solution, and implement a results-based plan with clarity (Harvey, Bearley & Corkrum,
1997). Executive team members are expected to develop the same managerial and
thinking skills with other leaders to build the overall capacity of the organization to
advance beyond the stages of wishful conversation toward the realization of concrete
results and successful outcomes.
Examples of developing managerial and thinking skills include the use of
structural devices such as SWOT and priority matrix exercises, protocols at executive
team meetings for brainstorming, norms to guide conversations around problem-solving,
and action plans that address timelines and responsibilities. Other examples of developing
thinking skills include strategies to unpack already available information to extrapolate
new ideas using brainstorming and sorting techniques and strategies to expand
imagination and creativity to uncover new ideas previously undiscovered (Michalko,
2006). Effective superintendents develop managerial and thinking skills in other leaders,
so they can delegate responsibilities to balance power and maximize the development of
internally motivated accountability systems.
Conclusion 6: Superintendents Who Build Habits of Self-Reflection in Executive
Members Will Advance Internal and External Accountability in the Organization.
Based upon the major findings and the review of literature, the researcher
concluded that superintendents build habits of self-reflection in their executive team
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members to advance an overall potential for internal accountability in the organization.
Effective superintendents understand that the capacity of individuals to be intrinsically
accountable to themselves drives systemic external accountability in the organization.
Internal accountability is the proper and correct driver for educational reform efforts to
take hold and have a positive impact on student achievement (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Intrinsically accountable executive team members hold themselves responsible for both
individual performance and the collective outcomes of the team and organization. For
this reason, successful superintendents use personality assessments such as the
Workplace Personality Inventory with their executive teams to identify professional and
personal strengths and weaknesses to develop individual growth plans. Contracting with
consultants also provides deeper learning, depth of understanding, and overall
consistency when coaching and mentoring executive teams. Successful superintendents
use cycles of questioning and listening to develop self-reflective practices in their
executive teams because the expectation level of system-wide external accountability is
directly proportional to the capacity of individuals to acquire self-knowledge and
acceptance of personal change.
Implications for Action
Executive team leadership in education is important for challenging the status
quo, building trust throughout the organization, creating commonly owned plans,
increasing urgency for change, sustaining results, and ensuring continuous improvement.
Effective superintendents build the leadership capacity of their executive teams by
coaching, modeling, and embarking on shared learning. The following are implications
for action based upon the conclusions of this multiple case study. These implications for

189

action serve to support and inform superintendents who are ready to build leadership in
their executive team members to increase the capacity in their organizations for change
and improvement.
Implications for Action 1: Diversify Executive Team Applicant Pools
Superintendents will direct the personnel department to study and quantify the
historical pattern of applicants for executive team openings representing diversity in
gender, race, and ethnicity. Based upon the results, superintendents and personnel
administrators will evaluate and revise job descriptions, application processes, interview
questions, and interview panel participation to guarantee diverse applicant pools for
executive leadership positions. Also, superintendents will advertise open executive
leadership positions and garner interest from potential applicants from the private sector
where specific educational credentials are not required. Internal candidates for executive
team positions must be required to follow the same application and interview processes
as outside candidates.
Implications for Action 2: Require Executive Team Members to Network
Superintendents will require each member of the executive team to participate in
at least one educational group and one community-based group to grow professional
networks and partnerships. This includes requiring executive team member participation
in groups that represent both local and national interests. Also, executive team members
are required to include another leader at a lower level in the organization in their sphere
of influence and connection. The collective networks of the executive team must be broad
enough to include local business partnerships, connections with media outlets, friendships
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with faith-based organizations, regional networks with other high-performing school
districts, and membership on boards of charities.
Implications for Action 3: Train Executive Teams on Crucial Conversations
Superintendents will require specific professional development to train executive
team members on how to conduct a crucial conversation with other members of the
organization. Specifically, superintendents will require training for themselves and the
executive team members on how to deescalate conversations, actively listen, and provide
direct and honest feedback. Superintendents will model crucial conversations with their
executive teams. While maintaining confidentiality, superintendents will use time during
executive team meetings to discuss past successful and unsuccessful conversations to
provide time for reflection and feedback. Also, superintendents will provide training on
becoming multiculturally intelligent to support the development of positive
communications both inside and outside of the school district.
Implications for Action 4: Contract with Coaching Consultant
Superintendents will contract with a coaching consultant to work individually
with members of the executive team. While superintendents successfully embrace the
role of coach for their executive teams, an outside consultant provides coaching without
the complications of succession dynamics and positional power interfering with honest
reflection and constructive feedback. Coaching must focus on the professional
development of executive team members to increase initiative to engage in difficult tasks,
persist in solving problems despite barriers, and manage self-control during times of
stress. Also, superintendents will contract with coaching consultants to work with the
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executive team to collectively build capacity for honest communication and critical
feedback.
Implications for Action 4: Use Inventories to Develop Individual Growth Plans
Superintendents will use personality inventories such as the Workplace
Personality Inventory (WPI), the Transformational Leadership Skills Inventory (Larick,
2019), or other professional assessments with members of the executive team.
Superintendents will require individual meetings with members of the executive team to
review the results of these inventories and assessments to identify strengths and
weaknesses in professional patterns and behaviors. Based upon these findings, executive
team members will be required to develop individual growth plans to leverage strengths
and to improve professional skills. Superintendents will model an environment open to
feedback by sharing their results and personal growth plans. Together, the superintendent
and the executive team will analyze the collective results of inventories and surveys to
balance personalities, develop skillsets, and build awareness of team patterns.
Implications for Action 5: Use Common Problem-Solving Protocols
Superintendents will collaborate with the executive team to identify a select
number of decision-making, problem-solving, and planning protocols and structures to be
standardized throughout the school district. Executive team members will receive training
on how and when to effectively use these structures to maximize innovation, build
consensus, and create workable plans based upon timelines and objectives. These
protocols and structures will be regularly modeled by the superintendent and the
executive leadership when working with leaders at different levels of the school district.
Routine use of the same problem-solving, decision-making, and planning structures
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builds capacity throughout the organization to consider situations from different
perspectives, deepen learning, and uncover creative possibilities for organizational
change.
Implications for Action 6: Present the Findings and Conclusions of this Study
The researcher and other professors of Brandman University will share the
findings of this study with educational leaders at local and national conferences. The
results of this study provide superintendents with practical and useful tools to build
leadership capacity with their executive teams. This is relevant because few studies have
been conducted to this point that give superintendents guidance on how to build
leadership within their executive teams. Also, this study is the first to use Kirtman’s
(2014) leadership framework as the basis for research. As part of the presentation, the
researcher will share the seven major findings, the six conclusions, and the 21 common
practices superintendents in this study used to build leadership capacity with their
executive teams.
Implications for Action 7: Use the 21 Common Practices in Training Programs
The 21 common practices identified in this multiple case study will be used as a
foundational part of superintendent training programs throughout the United States.
Professional academies organized and offered by ACSA and AASA will consider using
the 21 common practices as critical components in training superintendents to build
leadership capacity with their executive teams and other leaders in the school district.
Further, universities with doctoral programs in educational leadership will consider using
Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies of School Leadership and the 21 common
practices found in this study as curriculum for current and future superintendents.
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Recommendation for Further Research
Based upon the findings of this study, several recommendations are made to
further and continue research on how superintendents build leadership capacity with their
executive teams. This topic of study has little evidence in research at this time, and
further research is needed to explain how superintendents build leadership capacity with
their executive teams. Similarly, more research is needed using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014)
Seven Competencies for School Leadership as a framework for study.
Recommendation 1
It is recommended that a multiple case study be undertaken to replicate the
methodology of this study with superintendents who have not directly worked with
Kirtman in a consultive capacity. This future study could highlight the similarities and
differences between the two target populations in how superintendents are building
leadership capacity with their executive teams.
Recommendation 2
It is recommended that a multiple case study be undertaken to describe how
Kirtman’s leadership framework is being used by superintendents to build leadership
capacity in school principals.
Recommendation 3
It is recommended that a mixed methods study occur to explore the degrees of
importance superintendents place on using Kirtman’s (2014) leadership competencies
and their related subskills when attempting to build leadership capacity with targeted
groups. This study focused primarily on describing how superintendents used Kirtman’s
framework in general. This study did not attempt to determine to what extent or to what
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degree superintendents perceived the value of each leadership competency. A future
study could provide superintendents with an understanding of which competency is
recommended as most beneficial when building leadership capacity.
Recommendation 4
It is recommended that a multiple case study to explore the differences and
similarities in a stratified population of superintendents based upon years in the
profession be conducted. The sample population in this study ranged from three to nine
years in their current roles as superintendents. The results of this study did not attempt to
compare or analyze the similarities or differences in the responses of these
superintendents depending upon their experience in their current role. A future study
could provide insight on how superintendents use Kirtman’s (2014) leadership
framework at different stages of their career arc.
Recommendation 5
It is recommended that this study be replicated with a larger population consisting
of an equal number of male and female participants in order to compare outcomes on a
gender basis for similarities and differences.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
In their book Coherent School Leadership: Forging Clarity from Complexity,
Fullan and Kirtman (2019) explained the need for further research to provide practical
examples of how the implementation of the Seven Competencies of School Leadership
framework could contribute to building capacity and coherence in school organizations.
This multiple case study has answered that call and is the first research to analyze and
describe how Kirtman’s (2014) leadership framework is being used by superintendents to
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build leadership capacity in their executive teams. Throughout this study, it is both clear
and evident how important building leadership capacity is toward establishing the
groundwork for any truly sustained and prevalent reform movements in education. This
study is powerful because it illustrates how leaders build capacity in other leaders.
Building is a powerful activity. Building requires planning, hard work, and
resolve. It is simultaneously physical activity and artistic expression. What is built always
reflects the values and dreams of those who labor. Truly accomplished builders build
things to last, and what is built withstands the test of time and inspires generations who
follow. The exemplary superintendents in this study embraced their role as coach,
mentor, and builder of other leaders on their executive team. The investment was made to
positively affect and implement an organizational culture possessive of a collective
mindset for continuous growth, collaborative problem-solving, and innovative effort.
As with these leaders, I am also a builder and have come from a long line of
builders. My grandfather, a second-generation immigrant from Denmark, could have
inherited his father’s dairy, but he started a construction company. My father, an adopted
only son, was an Army engineer, welder, and heavy equipment operator. My father-inlaw, the son of a Navy machinist, was an agricultural engineer, and both his sons are
general contractors. My first-born daughter is studying to be an architect. Eight years ago,
I built the country home where I live with my wife and four children. Over generations,
my family has built residential homes, boats, tractors, cars, schools, farms, bridges, roads,
and much more. In the process, we built a legacy for our children and our children’s
children to follow.
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As an organizational leader, I also build teams of people. Completing this study, I
have grown in my ability to build leadership capacity in others. With patience and love, I
build compassion and empathy in others. Through selflessness, I build humility and
servanthood in others. Through presence, I build friendships and lasting relationships
with others. Together, as a team, we build a vision for the future. The building we do is
strategic, inspired, and creative, and what we build as a team will have lasting impact. It
will stand the test of time. In the end, what has been built, will honor those who labored,
and it will reflect our values.
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APPENDIX B
Expert Panel Invitation to Participate
Dear ________,

My name is Andrew Giannini, and I am a doctoral candidate with Brandman
University’s School of Education in Organizational Leadership. In the upcoming months,
I will conduct a multiple case study of public school superintendents who currently lead
school districts in the United States. The purpose of the multiple case study is to identify
how these superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using
Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. I am asking for your
assistance, as a member of an expert panel, in helping me to select the sample for this
multiple case study.
For the purpose of this study, I am requesting your input on the selection of the
study sample because of your present influence as a practitioner of educational research,
the direct work you have conducted with school leaders in public schools, and your
familiarity with Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leadership. I would be
grateful if you would please nominate up to 10 names of public school superintendents
currently working in the state of California who meet the following criteria: has directly
consulted with Lyle Kirtman to implement the Seven Competencies for School Leaders
and has, at a minimum, three years of experience as a superintendent. Superintendents
unanimously nominated by you and other experts on the panel will be automatically
invited to participate in the multiple case study. To nominate a superintendent, please
email the superintendent’s name, school district, and contact information to
xxx@xxx.xxx If at all possible, I would greatly appreciate it if this could happen within
the next 7 to 10 days as I have met IRB approval to begin data collection at this time.
Personally, I want to thank you for your scholarship and dedication to growing
school leadership and the subsequent results your efforts have had on improving the
future outcomes of students. Thank you for also considering my invitation to participate
as a member of the expert panel for this multiple case study. At the conclusion of the
study, I will provide you a summary of the findings and the recommendations based upon
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the results. If you have any questions regarding this study, please email me at
xxx@xxx.xxx or call me at xxx-xxx-xxxx. In addition, you are welcome to contact my
Brandman University dissertation advisor and chair, Dr. Cindy Petersen at xxx@xxx.xxx
or reach her at xxx-xxx-xxxx.

Sincerely,

Andrew Giannini
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
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APPENDIX C
Study Sample Invitation to Participate
Study: Strategies Superintendents Use to Build Leadership Capacity with Executive
Teams
January 31, 2021
Dear Prospective Study Participant:
You are invited to participate in a multiple case study about how superintendents build
leadership with their executive teams using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies
for School Leaders. Andrew Giannini is the principal investigator for this multiple case
study, and he is a current Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s School of
Education in Organizational Leadership. You are being invited to participate in this study
because you were nominated by a panel of experts for demonstrating exemplary
leadership with your executive team. Eight public school superintendents throughout the
United States have been invited to participate. Each participant has experience
implementing Kirtman’s (2014) framework to build leadership capacity with their
executive teams.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this multiple case study is to describe how exemplary
superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using Kirtman’s
(2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders.
PROCEDURES: Participation will include a one-on-one interview of approximately 60
minutes via Zoom combined with the collection of artifacts demonstrating your
individual work to build leadership capacity with your executive team. Based upon your
choice to participate, you will receive a copy of the Leadership Competency Interview
Protocol in advance including an overview of the study, definitions of Kirtman’s (2014)
leadership framework, and the list of semi-structured interview questions. The interview
will be semi-structured and will allow you to describe your strategies for building
leadership with your executive team and will allow the researcher to ask follow-up
questions to provide further detailed information. After the interview, you will be asked
to provide copies of artifacts that support the research based upon your own discretion.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: The physical, emotional, and
other associated risks to participate in this study are minimal. The interview will be
scheduled at your convenience, and you will be provided information and interview
questions before the interview. You will be allowed to review the transcription of the
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interview to provide input and to ensure accuracy. Artifacts will be submitted at your
discretion.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: Although your participation will not result in any substantial
benefit to you directly, participating will benefit the field of school leadership studies by
helping to address a current gap in the body of research concerning superintendents and
executive teams. Conclusions of this study will provide school leaders with practical
insight on how to grow leadership and develop executive teams. Similarly, the findings of
this study could inform policymakers, administrative credentialing and licensure
requirements, and university training programs. You will be provided a copy of the
findings and conclusions of this study upon completion.
ANONYMITY: Participation in this study is anonymous and completely voluntary. All
responses will be kept confidential, and you have the right to withdraw from the study at
any time.
Throughout your participation, you are encouraged to ask questions directed to the
principal investigator to clarify any understanding of the study, the processes used to
obtain information, and to share your feelings about the effects of the study on you
personally. Please contact me at xxx@xxx.xxx at any time. You may also contact Dr.
Cindy Petersen by email at xxx@xxx.xxx. If you have additional questions or concerns
about participation in this study or your specific rights as a participant, you may also
write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman
University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
Sincerely,

Andrew Giannini
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
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APPENDIX D
Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX E

Informed Consent Form
INFORMATION ABOUT: Strategies Superintendents Use to Build Leadership
Capacity with Executive Teams

RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Andrew Giannini
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Andrew Giannini, a doctoral student from the School of Education at
Brandman University. The purpose of this multiple case study was to describe how public
school superintendents build leadership capacity with executive teams using Lyle
Kirtman’s (2014) Leadership Competencies for School Leaders. Kirtman’s (2014)
Leadership Competencies for School Leaders includes challenging the status quo,
building trust through clear communication and expectations, creating a commonly
owned plan for success, focusing on team over self, having a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results, being committed to continuous improvement of self and
the organization, and building external networks and partnerships.
In participating in this study, I agree to participate in a one-on-one interview using the
Zoom platform. The interview will last approximately 60 minutes and will be conducted
online with Zoom utilizing video and audio as well as the function of recording for the
purpose of creating a transcript.
I understand that:
a)
There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand
that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the transcripts, research
materials and coding in locked files on a password protected computer only accessible to
the researcher.
b)
I understand that the interview will be video/audio recorded. The recordings will be
available only to the researcher and a professional transcriptionist, if necessary. The
recordings will be used to capture the interview and to ensure the accuracy of the
information collected during the interview. All information will be identifier-redacted,
and my identification and confidentiality will be maintained at all times. Once the
transcript has been produced, I will have the opportunity to review it for any inaccuracies
or omissions. Upon completion of the study all recordings, transcripts and notes taken by
the researcher and transcriptionist from the interview will be destroyed. All other data
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and consents will be securely stored for three years after completion of data collection
and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
c)
The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help to address the
current gap in research on how superintendents build leadership capacity with their
executive teams. The findings will add to the field and will assist superintendents in their
current roles by providing school leaders with practical insight on growing leadership and
developing executive teams to develop necessary systems of support. Similarly, the
findings of this study could inform policymakers, administrative credentialing and
licensure requirements, and university training programs. The findings will be available
to me at the conclusion of the study and may provide new insights into my practice as a
public school superintendent. I understand that I will not be compensated for my
participation.
d) If I have any questions regarding this research, I can contact the Investigator,
Andrew Giannini, at xxx@xxx.xxx or by phone at xxx xxx-xxxx. Or Dr. Cindy Petersen
(Advisor) at xxx@xxx.xxx or by phone at xxx xxx-xxxx. Additionally, I understand that
if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent
process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs,
Brandman University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618.
e). My participation in this research study is voluntary. I understand that I may refuse to
participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any negative
consequences. I can also decide not to answer particular questions during the interview if
I choose. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.

f) I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my
separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits
allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so
informed, and my consent re-obtained. Additionally, I understand that if I have any
questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may
write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman
University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights”. I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the
procedure(s) set forth.
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APPENDIX F
Audio Release
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Strategies Superintendents Use to Build Leadership
Capacity with Executive Teams
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
I authorize Andrew Giannini, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my
voice. I give Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this research
study permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with this
research study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the
information obtained during the interview, without any linkage to my identity, may be
published in a journal/dissertation or presented at meetings/presentations.
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those
listed above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising or
correlated to the use of information obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against
any person or organization utilizing this material.

________________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party
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_____________________
Date

APPENDIX G
Leadership Competency Interview Protocol
Hello. My name is Andrew Giannini, and I am currently a doctoral candidate with
Brandman University in the School of Education in the area of Organizational
Leadership. I am conducting research on how exemplary public school superintendents
build leadership capacity with their executive teams. Specifically, I am curious about how
superintendents are using Lyle Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies for School Leaders
as a framework to build leadership in others. For your information, I have provided the
purpose statement for this research study, the research questions guiding the study, and
statements defining each of Kirtman’s (2014) Seven Competencies. Please feel free to
refer to these definitions at any time during the interview.
At this time, I would like to express my thanks to you for your willingness to participate
in this research study on building leadership capacity in executive teams. This interview
is intended for you to be able to share the strategies you have used with your current
executive team or with executive teams you have led in the past. In total, I will be
interviewing seven superintendents, and I will ask each superintendent the same
questions to be consistent. At times, I may ask a follow-up question to give you an
opportunity to provide further detail and information. The responses from each
superintendent will be analyzed and combined to identify themes and patterns to inform
other superintendents on strategies they may use to build leadership capacity with their
executive teams.
Informed Consent: The answers you provide me will be kept confidential. When
reporting any findings and conclusions, your identity and the identity of your institution
will be kept confidential. I will record this interview as indicated in the Informed Consent
that was emailed to you earlier, and I will use a professional transcription service. The
transcription will be downloaded to a Word Document, and I will share a copy of the
transcription with you. Please review the interview transcription to verify that I was able
to capture your thoughts and ideas accurately. After your approval of the transcription’s
accuracy, I will erase the digital recording.
Did you receive the Informed Consent, Brandman Bill of Rights, and audio/video release
I sent you via email? Do you have any questions or need any clarification about either
document?
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The interview is scheduled for approximately one hour. You may ask to skip a question
or stop the interview at any time. Do you have any questions before we begin? Thanks
again for your willingness to share and contribute to this study, and let’s begin.
Questions
1. How long have you worked as a superintendent?
2. Can you tell me a little bit about your journey to becoming a superintendent?
3. This research is about building capacity with your executive team. What would you
describe as the make-up of your executive team?
Challenges the status quo
4. In what ways have you built the capacity of your executive team to challenge the status
quo?
5. How have your efforts lead to innovation in your executive team?
Builds trust through clear communication and expectations
6. What strategies have you used with your executive team to improve their ability to
build trust with others through communication?
7. In what ways have you built the capacity of your executive team to communicate and
manage expectations?
Creates a commonly owned plan for success
8. What strategies have you used to help your executive team to become better
organizational planners?
9. How have you built the capacity in your executive team to increase ownership and
inspire commitment from others to organizational plans?
Focuses on team over self
10. Can you tell me about your efforts to improve the teamwork of your executive team?
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results
11. In what ways have you increased urgency in your executive team to change the
direction of the organization?
12. What strategies have you used with your executive team to build their capacity to
ensure sustainable results?
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Is committed to continuous improvement of self and the organization
13. How have you built the capacity of your executive team to commit to continuous
improvement of self and the organization?
Builds external networks/partnerships
14. In what ways does your executive team build external partnerships and networks?
15. What strategies have you used to increase the ability of your executive team to build
external partnerships and networks?
Definitions of the Seven Competencies of School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014)
Challenges the status quo. A school leader who challenges the status quo questions the
common practices of the organization, identifies and circumvents bureaucratic barriers,
delegates compliance issues to others, and is willing to exercise risk-taking to produce
innovative results (Drucker, 1999; Wiseman & McKeown, 2010; Hargreaves & Boyle,
2015).
Builds trust through clear communications and expectations. A school leader who
builds trust through clear communication and expectations uses clear written and verbal
expectations for individual and group performance, embraces productive conflict when
necessary, provides honest and direct feedback to others about their performance, and
models integrity by consistently following through on actions and commitments
(Lencioni, 2002; Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Worner, 2010; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Creates a commonly owned plan for success. A school leader who creates a commonly
owned plan for success gathers input from other stakeholders to ensure a consensus of
support, uses strategic methods to create a written plan with both short- and long-term
goals, monitors the implementation of the plan according to predetermined measures, and
uses data to adjust and communicate necessary course corrections (Marzano & Waters,
2009; Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Focuses on team over self. A school leader who focuses on team over self is dedicated
to the professional growth of all employees, cultivates a culture of teamwork including
the development of a high-performing executive team, undergoes cycles of personal
growth from soliciting critical feedback from others, and hires people highly capable of
making decisions and ensuring results (Harvey & Drolet, 2005; Worner, 2010; Kotter,
2012; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Has a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results in improving student
achievement. A school leader who focuses on creating a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results in improving student achievement uses decisive action to
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move change initiatives forward quickly, relies upon instructional data to make informed
decisions, and manages change efforts effectively by building systemic organizational
capacity to sustain the momentum and permanence of newly implemented programs
(Worner, 2010; Kotter, 2012; Wiseman, Allen & Foster, 2013; Hargreaves & Boyle,
2015; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Commits to continuous improvement for self. A school leader who is committed to
continuous improvement for self uses self-management and self-reflection to look
intently at personal professional practices, has perpetual curiosity for creative and
innovative ideas, willingly accepts the insights of other people, and unwaveringly takes
responsibility for their actions even when faced with certain criticism (Drucker, 1999;
Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Maxwell, 2018).
Builds external networks and partnerships. A school leader who builds external
networks and partnerships envisions a broad range of personal leadership influence on
both internal and external systems, recognizes and embraces a personal leadership role in
a greater change environment, and has the ability to coalesce broad ranging support for
change by engaging numerous people through two-way partnerships (Worner, 2010;
Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014; Hargreaves & Boyle, 2015; Rincon-Gallardo
& Fullan, 2016).

Seven Competencies for School Leadership and Subskills (Kirtman, 2019)
Competency for School
Leadership
Challenges the status quo

Builds trust through clear
communication and
expectations

Creates a commonly owned
plan for success

Subskills
-Challenges common practices and traditions if they
are blocking improvements
-Is willing to take risks
-Delegates compliance tasks to other staff
-Does not let rules and regulations block results and
slow down progress
-Focuses on innovation to get results
-Is direct and honest about performance
expectations
-Follows through with actions on all commitments
-Makes sure there is a clear understanding based on
written and verbal communications
-Is comfortable dealing with conflict
-Ensures that people buy into the plan
-Creates written plans with input of stakeholders
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Focuses on team over self

Has a high sense of urgency for
change and sustainable results

Is committed to continuous
improvement of self and the
organization

Builds external
networks/partnerships

-Develops clear measurement for each goal in the
plan
-Monitors implementation of the plan
-Adjusts the plan based on new data and
communicates changes clearly
-Creates short- and long-term plans
-Seeks critical feedback
-Supports the professional development of all staff
-Commits to the ongoing development of a highperformance leadership team
-Creates a team environment
-Empowers staff to make decisions and get results
-Hires the best people for the team
-Is able to move initiatives ahead quickly
-Can be very decisive
-Uses instructional data to support needed change
-Builds systemic strategies to ensure sustainability
of change
-Sets a clear direction for the organization
-Is able to deal with and manage change effectively
-Has a high sense of curiosity for new ways to get
results
-Is willing to change current practices for
themselves
-Listens to all team members to change practices to
obtain results
-Takes responsibility for their actions (no excuses)
-Has strong self-management and self-reflection
skills
-Uses technology to expand and manage a network
of resources and people
-Understands their role as being a part of a variety
of external networks for change and improvement
-Sees their role as a leader in a broad-based manner
outside the work environment and community walls
-Has a strong ability to engage people inside and
outside in two-way partnerships

Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study is to describe how
exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams using the
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Seven Competencies for School Leadership (Kirtman, 2014): challenge the status quo,
grow trust through clear communication and expectations, create a commonly owned
plan for success, focus on the team over self, create a high sense of urgency for change
and sustainable results in improving student achievement, commit to continuous
improvement, and develop external networks and partnerships.
Research Questions:
1. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to challenge the status quo?
2. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to grow trust through clear communication and expectations?
3. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a commonly owned plan for success?
4. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to focus on the team over themselves?
5. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to create a high sense of urgency for change and sustainable results in
improving student achievement?
6. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to be committed to continuous improvement?
7. How do exemplary superintendents build leadership capacity in their executive
teams to build external partnerships and networks?
Important Note for the Interviewer: Please ask each question as it is written to
ensure consistency, reliability, and validity. The following prompts may be used as
follow-up questions to allow further detail:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“What did you mean by...”
“Do you have more to add?”
“Would you expand upon that a bit?”
“Why do you think that was the case?”
“Could you please tell me more about...”
“Can you give me an example of...”
“Why do you think that strategy was effective?”
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APPENDIX H
Field Test Participant Feedback Questions
Thank you for volunteering to participate in the process of field testing the
Leadership Competency Protocol and the interview instrument for this multiple case
study. You will observe an interview conducted with a superintendent who has also
volunteered to assist in the field test for this study. While observing the interview, please
keep notes regarding the times the interviewee appeared confused or asked for
clarification. Note times during the interview where the pace seemed to be too quick or
too slow. After the interview concludes, please ask the interviewee the following
questions. Please script or record the interviewee’s answers about how to improve the
interview process.
1. What were your general impressions about the interview process and questions?

2. Were you given sufficient time to describe the strategies you have used to build
leadership capacity with your executive team? Were there times you believed the
interview pace was too quick or too slow?

3. Were the questions clear and did the questioning accomplish the goal to determine how
superintendents build leadership capacity with their executive teams?

4. Were any specific terms, words, or phrases ambiguous, leading, or assuming?

5. Please comment on the skill and tone of the interviewer. Did the interviewer appear to
be comfortable, organized, and capable? Do you have any advice for the interviewer
regarding the delivery of the interview?
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APPENDIX I
Observer Feedback Reflection Questions
Thank you for observing the field test used to validate the interview questions for
this multiple case study. As a valuable participant, your answers to the following
questions will be used to make necessary adjustments to the Leadership Competency
Protocol, the interview questions, and the interview process.
1. How long did it take to conduct the interview? Do you believe this time was
appropriate or should be adjusted?

2. What were your personnel feelings while giving the interview? At what times did you
feel comfortable, nervous, or confused?

3. How would you improve the clarity of the interview instructions, and how could the
Leadership Competency Protocol be improved so both the interviewer and the
interviewee are better prepared?

4. At what times during the interview, did you believe the process to run effectively. At
what times during the interview, do you believe there were problems?

5. Do you have any suggestions on how to improve the questions, the process, or the
overall experience?
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APPENDIX J
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI)
Protecting Human Research Participants
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